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Chapter 1 


A snapshot of the ex-couple’s 
daily life 


(How to live through Golden Week) 


It was a masterpiece. 


| closed the book | just read, stared at its cover for quite a while, and 
embraced it. 


“Haadan. 


| laid on the bed, and looked to the ceiling. The scenes appeared and 
vanished before my eyes. One by one, they were stored in my heart like 
treasures. | felt utter bliss. 


It was the second morning of Golden Week. 


Compared to the year before, my social standing in school was drastically 
different. Because of that, | spent a lot of time socializing, and didn’t have 
much time left to read. | wanted to use this Golden Week to clear my 
backlog completely. 


| was on my second book, and had encountered a really wonderful story. 
...[ really wanted to discuss this with someone. 

| really wanted to express my feelings to someone. 

And | really wanted to share these feelings with someone. 


However, none of my highschool friends enjoyed reading. | did try to look 
for discussions online, but it wasn’t really for me. Looking up books on the 
internet had ruined my reading experience before. 


Discussing a book was best done face to face. 
How did | deal with this before...? 


| could vaguely visualize a certain man’s face. Ahh yes. Back then, | never 
had to worry about who to discuss a book with. It was such a luxury—once | 
had this thought, | realized something. 


We live under the same roof now. 
“...N-no other choice then...” 


There really wasn’t another choice. It was by simple process-of- 
elimination. Yep, that’s right. 


| left my room and glanced at the next room over, but when | sensed 
there was someone in the living room, | went downstairs instead. 


Seated on the living room sofa was the man | was looking for. 
Mizuto lrido. My little stepbrother...and my ex-boyfriend. 


He was slouched onto the sofa, staring at the TV listlessly. He looked 
bored out of his skull. 


“|..What’re...you doing?” | unintentionally hid the book behind my back 
as | asked. 


Mizuto gave me a sideways glance. “Finished all my books. Wanted to go 
out and buy a few new ones, but it’s too windy, so meh.” 


The living room windows rattled and shrieked even at this moment. It 
wasn’t a tornado, but strong gales howled away anyway. It’s just a little gale 
and he’s already refusing to go... what is he, a train? Well, | was still at home 
because | didn’t like the wind messing up my hair. 


...Eh? Wait, isn’t this an opportunity? 


He was bored to tears because he had nothing to read; it was a once-in-a- 
month golden opportunity. If | didn’t seize the chance now, he might not 
ever read this book on my recommendation... 


H-here goes nothing...! 


“Hm, hmm...? | see...” | pretended not to care, and sat a little further 
away from Mizuto. 


Mizuto looked away from me, and frowned with surprise. 


| fiddled my bangs using my other hand, and pretended to act indifferent. 
Calm down...be cool. 


“If you’re that bored...| could, maybe, lend you a book?” 


It’s perfect! 5/7! Completely natural, nothing weird about it! Award of Best 
Leading Actress goes to...me! 


Mizuto’s frown deepened. “...What are you up to?” 


“N-nothing...?” | avoided his stare, and ensured he couldn’t see my face. 
Don’t sweat the details! 


The doubt on Mizuto’s face lingered however. 
“Well, better than nothing...” 

“Y-yeah. We have the day off today after all.” 
“| guess any book—” 


“This one!” | then revealed the book I’d hidden behind my back, and 
thrust it at Mizuto’s face. “This one! It’s really interesting!” 


“O-oh?” Mizuto instinctively took the book. | might have come up a bit 
strong, but | managed to make him accept it, so no problem! 


He sank back into the sofa, fiddled with his bangs, and examined the 
cover. Then he flipped the book over, and read the back synopsis. “Looks 
like a run-of-the-mill detective novel.” 


“That’s...!” | had the urge to spoiler him completely, but managed to 
restrain myself. 


I-l really want to tell him...! | want to tell him what’s so amazing about this 
book! But | also want him to go into it blind...! That'll be more interesting! But 
what if he’ll stop reading if | don’t convince him it’s really interesting...!? 


|? 


“,..Anyway, have a look! 


Caught in a dilemma, all | could do was lower my head and yell. Uuuu, why 
hasn’t humanity invented a way to deal with these situations!? 


Mizuto looked at me in surprise. 
“Don’t really get it...but fine, I'll read it.” 
He flipped the cover aside, and started reading. Okay okay...! 


He kept flipping the pages with those fingers that were rather fine for a 
boy, skipped past the characters page typical for a mystery novel, and went 
straight to the prologue. 


| observed my stepbrother’s face while he started to read. 
And his eyes glanced towards me. 

“,..Can’t read like this, you Rnow?” 

“Ahh...so-sorry. l’ll stay away!” 


| hastily pulled my distance. | shouldn’t distract him from reading...! 


| stared at him intently from more than a meter away, and he gave a really 
conflicted-looking grimace. 


“Well, whatevs.” 
He looked at the book again, and began flipping the pages. 
| stared furiously at his sidelong face. 


| could tell he was immersing himself deeper and deeper into the world of 
the book. | too held my breath, seemingly entranced by his state. | recalled 
my feelings when | read this book, and imagined the scenery he would 
conjure. 


Soon enough, he’d already flipped through a third of the pages. 
sacle 


Mizuto gasped a little. It was the first plot twist. The expression on his 
sidelong face changed as he was captivated by the story. 


| started to smile. 
At that moment, Mizuto glanced aside at me. 
| hastily covered my mouth with my hand, and wordlessly shook my head. 


Mizuto looked at the book again, and put his elbow on his knee as he 
leaned forward. 


Outside, the sunset shone red. 
Flip, flip, flip. 
The remaining pages were flipped at least twice as fast. 


During this time, he didn’t change his position or move. It was as though 
he was completely detached from this world. 


And before | knew it, there were more pages on the right than the left. 

He continued reading, until there was about a third or so of the pages 
left. 

And at that moment, for the first time since he started reading, he made 
a different sound. 

“|.Ah,” he let out softly. His eyes widened slightly, and his irises gave off 
an enlightened glint. 


| stood beyond his line of sight, and nodded away. | guessed he was at 
the part where the readers could grasp the author’s intent. 


Mizuto kept flipping through the pages, not stopping at all. 

He was in the last quarter or so. 

It was time for the mystery to be solved; the moment of truth... 

And Mizuto stopped. 

aaee 

While | was feeling confused, he started to flip the pages backwards. 
...What’s he doing? 


He checked the previous scenes, used his fine fingers as bookmarks, and 
then closed the book. He straightened from his previous hunched over 
posture, and slowly eased backwards into the sofa. Mizuto leaned his head 
back, closed his eyes, and started mumbling something. 


He...he’s starting his own deductions before the conclusion[[[][}! 


That was the first time | saw someone who actually read detective stories 
that way. Even when we were dating, | never managed to watch him read 
from beginning to end... | used to think that | read faster than him, but 
maybe, just maybe, that was just because this was part of his reading 
routine. 


“So when that happens...then—ah!” 
10 minutes or so went by. 


Mizuto’s eyes widened. He flipped back to a previous page to check 
something, and nodded away. It looked like he’d solved a piece of the 
puzzle. That was quick. 


After a few more times of that, he finally arrived at the solution. 
| resisted the urge to smile. 

Just a little. Just a little more— 

“_Eh?” 

His eyes narrowed into dots. 


Let’s get this clear: that wasn’t hyperbole. | saw it happen right in front of 
me. 


“Abh...ahm ahh!? Ahh(j...ahhhhhQQl]!!” 


Mizuto cupped his head, shrieking away either in acknowledgement or 
remorse. 


The story’s biggest misdirection was completed with merciless precision. 


His crude hypothesis had been rejected and thrown aside, but if he just 
stopped to collect his thoughts and go over the plot developments again, 
he’d realize just how riveting and sharp the writing was. 


A bowl of ramen: 550 yen. 

That mystery novel he was reading: 1500 yen. 

The look on his face that just screamed “I’ve been had”: Priceless. 
Mizuto continued to read, and suddenly went silent. 

He read the last few pages, practically holding his breath. 


He flipped the pages, slowly as if reluctant..finally, after the last page, he 
shut the book. 


Mizuto looked completely worn out as he reclined into the sofa, stared 
up at the ceiling vacantly, and muttered to himself. 


“,..What?” | didn’t need to pretend at this point, but | asked anyway. 
Mizuto snaked into the backrest, and looked at the cover. 


“It’s a masterpiece....” he answered, sounding completely dissatisfied. 
“What is this? No one online even mentioned this title! Are they all nuts?” 


“Right, right!?” 
“The story, characters, the mystery, the logic... Everything’s written with 


such clarity... and nothing about the prose drags on either. It’s easy to read, 
but in the latter half, the sudden intensity just overwhelmed me...”” 


“Yes! Yes, yes!” | nearly leaped from the sofa as | approached Mizuto. 
“The change in atmosphere from the first to second half is completely 
flawless! It’s like, | feel the fluffy parts in the first half, and even the really 
ordinary synopsis... in hindsight, they just feel very different...!”” 


“Yeah, just look at that synopsis... It’s so mundane. Why’s this part even 
mentioned here!?” 


|? 


“| Rnow right!? | never expected that development 


“Wasn’t there a hint in the prologue...” 

“Ah, yes!” 

Mizuto flipped the book open and launched into discussing it, and | 
hastily leaned in to look as well. 

“Hm...is this it? The part describing the culprit’s motivations...” 

“Yeah. It’s described like this here. But look here.” 

“...Eh? Ah, so that’s what it means!?” 


Without us noticing, it’d gotten dark outside. Mom came home, and 
after dinner and bath time, we continued to review the book together. 


Thus, both of us wound up reading the same book twice. It was well past 
2 AM when we finally went to sleep. 


The next day, | woke up later than usual, and planned the schedule over 
LINE with Akatsuki-san. 


| messaged back, and recalled the events that had transpired that day. 


The day before was the happiest | had been in a while. | hadn’t paid 
attention to time at all, and happily discussed the book | liked—that 
enchanted time lingered as a memory, like charcoal fire with its sparks 
flying everywhere. It was an evenly spread warmth that continued to swirl 
throughout my body. 

...Back then, | experienced this every day. 

It was everything | had. 

Until—I made that decision. 

“Let’s meet up at noon today[]! At the station[]!” 


| sent ARatsuki-san a reply, then got up in front of the mirror and checked 
my appearance. | agreed that the long skirt | usually wore was kind of drab, 
but I’d be too embarrassed to wear anything shorter. Pants just weren’t my 
style, even though Akatsuki-san insisted they looked good on me. 


| took my bag, and went down to the first floor. 


Just then, Mizuto followed after me with his messy bedhead, as if he was 
giving chase. 


My little stepbrother, wearing a grey sweater, looked at me with sleepy 
eyes. 


“|..You going out?” 
“Yeah. Unlike you, | have friends.” 
“Hmm[]...” 


| felt like something was wrong from his slurred response, and noticed he 
was holding a book. 


...Seriously, | Rept flip-flopping between ‘Aha’ and ‘What the heck?’ with 
this guy! 

| pretended not to notice that book. 

“You should try going out with a friend. Like Kawanami-kun.” 


“Hard pass,” he replied boorishly, and then he opened the door to the 
living room. 


“,..[see.” 

| went to the entrance. 

“—Wait for me to get back,” | said. 

“Ah?” 

“Lend me something. Otherwise, that’s unfair.” 
For example, the book you’re holding now. 


The silence lasted for a while. | didn’t look back, so | didn’t see Mizuto’s 
reaction. 


A soft reply rang behind me. 
“..Lll consider it.” 
| smiled a little.. just a little, really. 


And as | went to the corridor, | said something | never did when we were 
lovers. 


“lll be going then.” 
“Take care.” 


Chapter 2 


The ex-couple change seats 


(....-0.325%......) 


| can say now that | was young and foolish, but | had an existence called a 
girlfriend between my second and third years of middle school. 


To be exact, it was the period from September till March, 19 months in 
total. And for seven of those 19 months, we were classmates. 


Seven months. 
Anyone who’s studied anything in Japan will get why that’s significant. 


Yes. Yume Ayai and | changed seats about seven times during our time as 
lovers. 


Why ‘about’? Well, during half the time that was between December and 
March, | forgot whether we did change seats. But, more or less, we did 
change seats in class that many times. 


And we shared tables only once. 


That one month was the only time in school we were less than a meter 
apart. 


If it happened now I'd shrug and say “So what?” But back then, it was a 
great miracle. When | go over my notes from that time, | can’t help but 
notice how messy they are. | can easily imagine myself frantically scribbling 
notes down while the teacher’s wiping the blackboard clean. | couldn’t 
concentrate at all. 


Well, after all, both Ayai and | were introverts, so we never really 
whispered much during class. 


All we did was occasionally look toward each other, or touch fingertips 
while pretending to pass the eraser, or pass messages in the form of little 
slips...seriously, was that supposed to be fun? In hindsight, we could’ve just 
gotten in touch through our phones. 


...But | guess back then, we were really happy to discreetly pass paper 
slips and see each other’s expressions as we read the messages. At this 
point, | don’t understand why we had such feelings to begin with! 


And those days ended after a month. 


Per our class’s routine, we changed seats at the end of every month— 
regrettably, we were assigned seats far away from each other. 


If we go by probability, the chances of getting to sit with the same 
partner consecutively, in a class of 30 and counting the 10 tables by the 
sides, is 0.325%. It’s not as unlikely as an ex-couple becoming stepsiblings, 
but it’s still unlikely. 


..As for why | know this probability really well, | exercise my right to 
remain silent. It was because | was a middle school student who liked to put 
theory into practice. 


That’s how it was. It happened during the long homeroom session, which 
signified the end of us sitting next to each other. 


Everyone went to the podium to draw the lots the teacher made. 


The student who sat diagonally in front of me finished drawing, and next 
was Ayai, whose seat was next to mine. At that moment. 


“..E-erm...” 


Nobody other than me, who was next to her, could hear a whisper that 
fluttered with the wind and reached my ear. 


It was the moment she first spoke to me in class, as far as | remembered. 
Eh?” 
Thus, | was a little surprised. 


| turned around, and looked as surprised as | would when approached by 
a stranger. 


Those that never felt really suffocated when talking to others might not 
understand this, but this reaction was a death sentence to a weak girl like 
Ayai—and of course, I’m not referring to the super shitty woman right now. 

”Ah...SO-Sorry...” 

She quickly went to the podium to draw lots, not even finishing her 
apology, and | lost the chance to answer. 

Of course, I’m a guy who understands the psychology of someone with 
communication issues. When we got together after school, | apologized 


and asked what she’d wanted to say, but Ayai dismissed it with a quick “It’s 
nothing”. 


For reference: When someone says “It’s nothing”, it’s always something. 
People with communication issues often stood out in strange ways. 


In the end, | could only give up on asking, and we never got the chance to 
mention this issue again. 


It’s so minor, Ukyo Sugishita would probably just ignore it, yet from time 
to time, | would recall it. 


It was obvious she was blushing, nervously bucking up. 


She clenched her fists, trying to muster her courage, except for the little 
thumb on her right. 


She’d looked up at me a little, like she was hoping for something... 
What did the Ayai from back then want to say? 


Sa 


“Now then, as we said before the break, we’ll be changing seats during 
this long homeroom period[]” 


“Yaaaayyyyy!!” 
Why’s the whole class cheering without using their brains here? 


Seriously. Is changing seats something to be so happy about? | really envy those 
guys who enjoy their lives. 


—l’d normally say that sort of thing loud and proud, but this time, even | 
couldn’t hide my joy at changing seats. 


Almost a month had passed since we started school. Our seating 
arrangement had always been fixed according to the class register, until this 
day right after the end of Golden Week. 


This situation was about to change. 
Our seating arrangement was about to change. 


In other words—I would be freed from the clutches of the terrible woman 
behind me! 


What a wonderful day. 


| was continually abused by that woman, as she occupied the space 
behind me... She kept kicking me in the back, stabbing my neck with her 
mechanical pencil, tried to psyche me out by whispering while our names 
were taken. Those days of suffering in the Eight Great Hells were finally 
about to come to an end. 


Let’s celebrate this day, the day the homeroom teacher suggested we 
change places. 


“,..You look rather happy.” 


My back still hurt after the homeroom teacher left the classroom, and | 
heard a spiteful voice behind me. 


To be precise, my back was stabbed with a mechanical pencil. 


The culprit was obviously my little stepsister/ex-girlfriend, my classmate 
Yume lrido. 


...Ha, haha. This is the final trial. O God, you granted me much suffering, but | 
shall prevail at the very end. | shall survive this final trial to prove humanity’s 
strength. 


|? 


“Hey...say something already 


A dire, uninterrupted torment came from the back that bore humanity’s 
restraint. 


...Well either way, it started to hurt. 


Once | noticed that the teacher for the first period had not arrived yet, | 
pulled out my cellphone from under my table. 


“Hasn’t anyone taught you not to stab someone in the back, you 
sadistic woman?” — 09:02 


| sent a LINE message. 

The continual hits on my back stopped for a moment, and | received a 
reply. 

“Ahhhh my bad, they don’t test for that in exams.” — 09:03 

“Looks like you need to attend remedials on morals.” — 09:03 

“Eh? Not biology? Since we’re talking about pets.” — 09:04 


My cheeks twitched once | saw the pink pig emote added at the very end. 

“Sorry, they don’t test for this in exams.” — 09:05 

“Huh?” — 09:05 

“Even | can’t understand the Japanese written by an orangutan.” — 
09:06 


| heard a stunned voice behind, and gritted my teeth to stop myself from 
laughing. 

“Don’t you get carried away now.” — 09:07 

“Woah, a shitty reply from a grade school kid! Run!” — 09:07 


“So cocky, just because you score a little better on modern 
languages.” — 09:07 


“Vl take it as the highest praise, valedictorian Yume Irido-san.” — 
09:08 


My chair got kicked in the back with a thud. 


We’d compared our entrance exam results back then, and | beat her by at 
least ten marks in modern language. 


(Personal investigation of mine) For most students passionate about 
reading, the modern language scores would always be our pride. | guessed 
her defeat really hurt her dignity greatly, and she was always displeased 
whenever | mentioned this, while | was the one delighted. 

“Sorry I’m late!” 

The first period teacher arrived ten minutes late, before | could receive 
the next reply... 

Hmph. Today’s LINE battle was my victory. | could visualize that woman 
gritting her teeth behind me. 

Right when | was about to shut the phone and slip it into my pocket, it 
vibrated again, indicating that | got a message. 

“Hey.” — 09:11 

That was all. She did not send anything else. 


| turned my head slightly behind in shock, and saw Yume looking 
completely focused, her textbook and notebook already opened. The phone 
was no longer in her hands. 


She probably wanted to say something, but decided not to when the 
teacher showed up. 


Our fate of having the family name starting with ‘I’ meant that we ended 
up sitting row 1 and row 2. The teacher would instantly notice us using our 
phones, and the ironclad rule we had was that we would not do anything to 
each other during classes. | wouldn’t be able to handle the humiliation of 
getting my cellphone confiscated along with this woman’s, or anything like 
that. 


...What exactly is she trying to say? 


| would be lying if | said | didn’t care, but since the teacher started writing 
on the board, | had to pay attention for the time being. 


The moment the bell rang, the mood in the classroom relaxed. 

Morning classes ended. 

About 30 students (I don’t really remember the exact number) stood up 
from their chairs, as though they were released from stopped time. They 
were holding either bentos or wallets, and invited their friends out for lunch 
as though it was to be expected. 

Well, can’t people just eat alone? 

—I wouldn’t say such petty things this day. After all, it was the 
momentous day on which | would be changing seats. 

| took out the bento box wrapped in a handkerchief, and wordlessly 
clapped my hands together. 


| used to be from a single-parent family, and until middle school, | bought 
my lunches or went to the convenience store. Ever since | entered high 
school however, my stepmother Yuni-san was strangely motivated to cook 
bentos for us before she went to work every morning. 


Of course, when I say ‘us’, | mean ‘Yume and me.’ 


| did tell Yuni-san not to push herself, but according to her, it was her 
dream to prepare bentos for a son in puberty. She half-jokingly said that she 
happened to make Yume’s lunch as well, and looked so happy that | 
couldn’t say no. In fact, there was another reason why we politely tried to 
decline to have her bento. 

“Yo, my good friend. Impatient as ever.” 


The frivolous-looking brown-haired guy named Kogure Kawanami came 
over with a sweet bun and a packet lemonade. He called himself a good 
friend of mine, and once he saw the bento with its lid removed, his frivolous 
expression gave way to a mocking one. 


“That’s quite a fancy lunch today. Is this lrido-san’s bento...” 
“Stop it. | don’t care what you’re into.” 
Yes. Yume and | had identical bentos. 


Well, since they were made by the same person, they’d obviously be 
identical. Still, we couldn’t stand it. If we kept eating the same stuff for 
lunch, people’d start thinking we got along. We wanted to avoid that. 


Of course, both Yume and | knew it was really a childish way of thinking, 
and we didn’t really do anything against it... Yume would often move 
elsewhere for lunchtime, so that nobody would compare our bentos. 


| wouldn’t move though. Why would | have to move for that woman‘s 
sake? 


“Pll be your eating buddy for today then.” 
“Ahh, why do | always get 1.5 times her portion...?” 


“She probably thinks that all high school boys are big eaters, even if 
you're a plain old bookworm boy.” 


“But | shouldn’t leave leftovers.” 

“Well, there’s always a complaint. | don’t Rnow since | don’t have an 
extra mom.” 

Kawanami popped a cherry tomato into his mouth as he said that, and 
showed a sly grin. 

“Irido-san will surely view you differently if she sees an empty bento box. 
Something like ‘he may look like this, but he’s a guy after all’. | can help you 


clear a tenth, maybe two, if necessary.” 
“Thanks for that. I'd be more grateful if she wasn’t right behind us.” 


| felt an icy stare behind my back. It’s the “Ahh | see a weakness here” 
feeling. I'd be slaughtered. 


“Yu[Jme-chan[]! Let’s have lunch together[]!” 
A lively voice was directed towards Yume behind me. 


A ponytail was jumping away in a corner of my eyes. Woah, Akatsuki 
Minami! | erased my presence. 

“Alright...where’s everyone else?” 

“They said they had some club events going on. Ahh []_ This is 
troublesome[] | haven’t decided which club to join yet. What about you, 
Yume-chan?” 

“I too...haven’t decided on which club to join.” 

“Didn’t we visit many places already? | still haven’t figured out what | 
want to do now[] Golden Week’s over, and to be honest, it’s getting a little 
hard to join a club. What do we do[]” 

Wait, | never heard of them visiting the clubs. What’s with you taking 
action along with such a dangerous person? 

“Yo, little stepbrother, your face is a little scary.” 

“Pm the older one.” 

After a brief correction, | stuffed a piece of fried chicken into my mouth. 
Yuni-san’s fried chicken really was amazing. Yume and | always ended up 
fighting over them whenever she prepared chicken. It’s like a trip to 
NIWAKA. 

You’re from Kyoto right? | remember you're from Kyoto. 

“Anyway, we’re on our own for lunch today, Yume-chan! What do we 
do[]? Shall we go somewhere secluded[]?” 

Minami-san injected some adrenaline into this conversation, seemingly 
just loud enough for me to hear. Obviously, the implication was basically 
“Just the two of us[] Are you jealous[]?” 


How could | be? It’s like a sharp object hitting my brain circuits. (That’s a 
good retort) 

But honestly, Yume going off alone with Minami-san to eat raised all 
sorts of danger flags. Yume being drugged was a very real possibility that 
merited consideration. 

Well, whatever happened to her would be none of my business, but | 
probably had to do something to make sure Dad and Yuni-san wouldn’t be 
sad unnecessarily. Erm, what to do...? 

“What, Minami? Just you two today?” 


Right when | came up with something, Kawanami rolled a natural 20 on 
his initiative check. 

“How about you eat with us today? Our seating arrangement will change 
today; an occasional mixer should be fine, right?” 

Wh. .at...?” 

|, and everyone else, looked towards Kawanami incredulously when he 
came up with this unexpected suggestion. 

Kawanami however returned only my stare, and gave me a wink. You 
disgust me, 

“...Ehhh []? Kawanami, are you trying to get close to Yume-chan? You 
disgust me[]” 

Minami-san immediately started her countattack, and used her advantage 
as a girl to fire off her super move “You disgust me[]” 


Kogure Kawanami was the ultimate weapon against Minami Akatsuki 
though, and even that super move that could crumble any man caused no 
damage on him. 


“No no no. Don’t worry about that. I’m a believer of the ROM virtue when 
it comes to love.” 


“ROM? What’s that?” 


“Read Only Member. In other words, I'll just watch. This is the most 
relaxing method after all.” 


“...Hmm[]? In other words, aren’t you just a peeping tom?” 


Oh dear, Minami-san’s voice just cooled off a lot. She usually had that 
annoying energetic pitch, so it was rare to see it change this much. 


..-But Yume’d speak in such a tone too, from time to time. 
“Well, | can’t trust someone like you, Kawanami.” 

“Did you do something to her, Kawanami-kun?” 

“Hear me out Yume-chan! Back in middle school, this guy just—” 
“Stop stop stop, there’s no need to talk about me!” 


“If you want me to shut up, then don’t barge into a maiden’s garden 
here!” 


Oh, this was Minami-san’s advantage. Now then, how are you going to fight 
back, Kawanami? 

| was eating the popcorn, “Grr” and Kawanami gave the troubled look of 
a chess player thinking of his next step, before he finally said, “...Got it. Let’s 
use this chance to get to know each other better. Shall we eat bentos and 
talk about our middle school life?” 


€€9999 979929? 
Us three were silenced in unison once we heard Kawanami’s words. 


T-this guy...what was he planning...everyone collectively took an arrow to 
the knee! Critical hit! 

“Eh, ehhh[{]? About our middle school? ...l’m fine with that, but Yume- 
chan...” 

“N-no, erm, I’m fine with that too...though it’s nothing interesting at 
all...” 

Look at them! It was like these two cocky girls were going to ask for 
some exotic food out here! 

For some reason, Kawanami grinned away once he saw us give the ‘stop 
this already’ look. 

“| see! If we don’t want to talk about middle school, how about we have 
an ordinary meal?” 


Minami-san and | were shocked by this sudden proposal, but Yume just 
answered. 


“Well, if that’s...” 

“Alright, it’s decided!” 

Kawanami immediately stood up once someone finally agreed, and 
slammed our tables together. 


That was a Door In the Face Technique! 


It’s a negotiation tactic to get people to comply, and the idea’s basically 
to ask a difficult request that’s obviously going to be rejected, then act like 
he’s backtracking and ask what he wanted. It’s a trick to get others to think 
‘since | rejected him once, it’ll be too awkward to reject him again’ and 
agree to that request. Any psychology textbook has an in-depth record of 
this. 


That was the trick Kawanami just used. Minami-san and | realized it 
because we were wary of him to begin with, but Yume got caught because 
she was not aware at all. This guy’s good. 


SS OITEIE 
“Heh?” 


Minami-san gave Kawanami a vengeful look from a position Yume could 
not see, while Kawanami hummed victoriously. He won. 


And so, this strange four person group was formed. | ended up sitting 
right opposite Minami-san, Kawanami next to me, and Yume directly 
opposite me. It’s obvious that we would have the boys and girls sit 
separately, but | guess it was instinctive of us to not position ourselves 
directly opposite each other. 


“Feels a little strange that | can have lunch while facing Irido-Run{]” 
“Abh...well...” 


Minami-san’s defeated expression was long gone, and she smiled as she 
started talking. | answered like a gloomy guy, like | wasn’t used to talking 
with a girl. Not that | was that kind of person, of course, but | didn’t want 
Yume to realize there was something between Minami-san and me. Well, it 
wasn’t a relationship or anything anyway. 





...But well, it created another problem. | sensed a cold stare, and the 
cellphone in my pocket vibrated. 

Se 

“Don’t lewd my friend just “cause she was nice to you once, shitty 
otaku.” — 12:38 


Well, if I’m a shitty otaku, aren’t you a bitch otaku? That’s what | thought, 
but this reply lacked elegance, so | answered immediately. 


“Thanks for the advice, but I’m unlike a certain gullible person who’s 
mesmerized by someone just because she was the one treated kindly. 
Please don’t worry, and thanks for the advice.” — 12:39 

What a polite response. It was like a greeting. Predictive input for the 
win. 

| saw Yume discreetly look beneath the desk, and her shoulders shivered. 
It worked, it worked! There was no way she’d be able to glare at me when 
both Minami-san and Kawanami were around, let alone argue back. Ha ha 
ha! 

“Irido-san and | haven’t interacted much at all though?” 


| guess Kawanami threw the hot potato while Yume was trying to reply. 
Nice assist. He was a friend who had my back after all. 


“Eh? A, ahhhh, yes...1 believe so, now that you mention it.” 


“There’s no way | can let a frivolous guy approach Yume-chan! Today’s 
special, Kawanamil]!” 


“Yes yes. All thanks to you.” 


Once the conversation was centered between Kawanami and Minami-san 
again, Yume looked beneath the desk once again. Ah shit, here we go again. 


“By the way, there’s something | want to ask. How do you normally spend 
time at home, Irido-san?” 


“Ah.” 

“That’s just a litt” — 12:40 

The interrupted message was sent...what’s lit, what? Some new meme? 
“|.Ah, erm, spend time at home, as in?” 


“Well, lige what you do on your days off...” 


“Woah, you’re horrible[]! Do people usually pry into the affairs of a girl 
they hardly know!?” 


“| don’t mean anything disgusting. Well, this guy might be a super 
herbivore, but she’s staying under the same roof as him. How do they 
normally spend their day?” 


“Well, | did try to ask lrido-kun about this before.” 


“| did hear what the guy said, but the girl side...hmmm, | guess there’s 
more issues for her to take note of.” 


“But actually, yes...this guy hardly goes out, even on his days off.” 
“Aren’t you the same?” — 12:41 


“Il usually stay outside my room, keeping my guard up. We get along 
surprisingly peacefully.” 


“Better than you.” — 12:42 
It’s amazing how you’re sending messages while talking. 
“Heh[]” Kawanami seemed to have some thoughts. 


“Is it really like this in reality? If this is a manga, you’ll bump into each 
other in the bathroom or something.” 


“Don’t lump manga with reality, you idiot[]!” 


“Who’s the idiot here? Shut up you idiot...yo Iridos. Well, she says this, 
but you two really never encountered any manga-like developments?” 


“Not at all. The bathroom and the toilet are the two places we thoroughly 
discussed.” 


“Even though you stole my bra.” — 12:43 

“| said | just picked it up.” — 12:43 

“x] Doubt.” — 12:44 

She’s harping on the past again...didn’t we go through this already? 

Right when | was about to criticize her gloomy, annoying personality 
again. 

“You’re a liar after all.” — 12:44 


This message appeared...liar? Me? What’s she saying again... ? When did | lie 
to her? 


| glanced diagonally opposite, and found Yume turning her eyes outside. 
In other words, she’d been looking at me all this while. 


| never lied to her or anything, not even once, not even in middle school. 
Basically, there wasn’t a situation for me to lie. | didn’t make excuses for 
forgetting a promise or anything like that. Not to boast, but | was someone 
who would remember every single promise, no matter how insignificant it 
might be. Like— 


And then, my spidey senses tingled. 

“—Ah!!” 

| suddenly yelled out loud. Kawanami and Minami-san looked at me in 
surprise. 

“What? Something wrong?” 

“Did you forget your textbooks for the afternoon?” 

“N-not that...sorry, it’s nothing. My mistake.” 

| tried to dismiss this matter, and recollected my thoughts. 

...O-of course...that’s what Ayai was trying to say back then... 


| glanced aside at Yume discreetly, and saw that she had returned to the 
conversation as though nothing happened. But to me, just to me, that 
expression seemed frozen. 


... This was...ahh goodness. Shit, | got nothing. 
| lost. 


Please allow me to retract the words ‘I’m a guy who understands the 
psychology of someone with communication issues.’ 


It was time for our long homeroom session, the moment we would 
change seats. 


“Now Irido, the male one, please come to draw your lot.” 


| guessed even though we moved from middle school to high school, the 
way we changed classes never evolved. 


| pulled my chair out, stood up, and picked up one of the many folded 
papers scattered all over the podium. None of us could open it until 
everyone was done. 


“Next, the female Irido. Single file please.” 
“Yes.” 


And before | could return to my seat, Yume, number 2 on the register, 
stood up. 


| drew my lot, and brushed by Yume at the podium right when she was 
about to draw hers. 


And at that moment. 


| poked my hand out discreetly, ensuring that my left little finger touched 
her right. 
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Yume immediately stopped, and turned around. Her face was filled with 
utter surprise. 

| glanced aside at her expression, and nonchalantly returned to my seat. 

“Irido? What is it?” 

“,..N-nothing at all. I’m fine.” 

Yume too drew a lot, and returned to her seat. 


She passed by student no 3, and gave me a look the moment she was 
about to pass my seat. 


‘What is it?’ 

| could understand her even without using LINE messages, or paper slips. 
Nothing at all. 

Just that I’m just someone who keeps my promise. 

... The truth of the matter was something so small and trivial. 


It happened in the past, back in middle school, while we were passing 
paper slips to each other. 


| didn’t remember exactly what | wrote, but Ayai clearly stated this 
through the paper slip immediately. 


I'll be great if both of us can be at the same table next month. 


Back then, | calculated that it was a really miniscule possibility, so this 
was the answer | made. 


It’s a miracle if both of us can be at the same table. 


| really couldn’t bring myself to tell her, how’s this possible? So | tried to 
state it as nicely as possible. Of course, miracles were called miracles 
because they couldn’t happen, according to me anyway. It didn’t seem to 
be the case for Yume though, and she replied. 


In that case, let’s cast a spell to create this miracle. 


According to her, there really existed a spell for those who liked each 
other to sit together. 


As a middle school guy who went through so much in life, | was really 
thinking, woah, that’s just to bluff kids, but Ayai looked strangely excited. She 
usually liked to read novels about humans with their heads and limbs 
chopped off, but she really acted like a girl here. 

Back then, when | saw this (very terrifyingly) adorable side of Ayai, | 
thought it was my duty as her boyfriend to give her a happy response. Ayai 
however didn’t find a spell for two who were already dating, so she created 
her own spell based on our usual habits. 

And that’s, when we went up to draw lots, we would tap our little fingers 
together. 

That’s how it was. 


We touched each other’s fingers countless times in class, pretending to 
pass the eraser, even though | couldn’t figure out what’s fun about that. 
This spell was an extension of that. 


But when it came to the actual drawing of lots, | completely forgot about 
it. 


...Please allow me to defend myself. 


It’s not a good thing if others were to see the paper slips we passed to 
each other. If they did, the fact that we were dating would be revealed. We 
always destroyed the evidence quickly, just like spies. 


And the paper containing that spell was one of them. 


Humans turn short term memories into long term through repeated 
actions. | just saw it once, and this little idle talk (as far as | was concerned 
back then) happened when we couldn’t let the teacher notice this, when | 
had to concentrate. Really? Could | have memorized it? Of course not! 


...Well, excuses are excuses. As the guy who was in the wrong, it was my 
fault. 


| finally figured out what Ayai was thinking back then. 


It’s a spell both of us made, but | never intended to go through with it. 
Ayai had no choice but to muster her courage and remind me, but | reacted 
as though | forgot everything. | guess that was what Ayai thought. 


“Ah, | guess | was the only one who took this seriously. Ahh, so that’s 
it. I’m really a sad person. | believe in spells even though I’m in middle 
school. Thank goodness he didn’t remember it. We'll take it as if nothing 
happened. None of us will be hurt from this, right? Ahaha...” 


The only thing she could do was cry herself to sleep. 


That Yume Ayai back then was such a girl, completely different from her 
current self. 


Even though it had been more than a year. 

Even though | had no feelings for her except for disgust. 

Even so, my pride wouldn’t allow me to let this slip. 

So this time, with this chance | had, | decided to fulfill the initial promise. 


| could feel a stare behind me. | had a feeling she was going to stab me 
with a mechanical pencil again. 


..-But | could say goodbye to this stare after today. 
After all, this spell’s just meant to bluff kids. 


Sa 


And the outcome was as expected. 


Yume and | never glared at each other, and instead, we merely stared at 
each other with empty eyes. 


We were sitting front and back, next to each other. 
“Oy oy, lrido siblings, you two are front and back again? That’s a miracle.” 
“Woah...that really can happen{]” 


Kawanami and Minami-san were amazed as they gathered around us, 
who moved from the front seats to the last two rows in the middle. 


Yes. The result of this strict and fair implementation of lots was that 
Yume and | again ended up front and back. 


“AVIA ZO Dune 


Yume’s eyes were upon my seat as she muttered so softly, practically 
nobody else could hear her. 


...Seriously, this number sounded so familiar. 
| took my phone out, and quickly entered some words. 


“The first sitting arrangement is based on the class register. The actual 
probability isn’t that low.” — 14:56 


Yume took her phone out, had a look, and glared at me. 
“It’s disgusting how you actually calculated the possibility” — 14:57 


Haa, it was useless. | didn’t feel anything even though that disgusting 
person called me disgusting. 


And so, because of the interference of that God bastard, | never managed 
to get away from her. 


But...despite that, | achieved my objective. 


We were sitting front and back, but this time, | was the one sitting at the 


back. In other words, our roles were reversed. It was my turn to dominate 
her back. 


Now then...how shall | repay the abuse | suffered over the past month...? 
“Kekekekekekekeke...” 


“Search your heart.” 


While | never got my freedom, | got a chance at revenge. Was that the 
spell at work? No way. 


For us right now, that spell definitely couldn’t work. 
That’s how it should work, right? 


That’s a spell for two who are supposedly still dating. 


Chapter 3 


The ex-couple lean on each 
other 


(I’m the older sister after all) 


| can say now that | was young and foolish, but | had an existence called a 
boyfriend between my second and third years of middle school. 


It all began with a book. | was in the school library, and | was too short to 
reach the book. Instead, he grabbed the book for me, and our paths 
intertwined because of this old cliché. 


Even so, we didn’t both like the same things. | was focused entirely on 
pure mystery novels, and he was someone who read all kinds of genres. 
Well, the creatures called middle schoolers would deem everything other 
than those they liked as taste (biased), and that man’s choice of genres 
appeared an utter lack of self-control to me. 


Even so, | started a romance story that ill befit the times, while going 
through a period in life darker than anything Seishi Yokomizo committed to 
paper. Annoyingly for me, it was because he and | had something we could 
bond over other than our interests. 

That man and | had something in common besides our love for reading. 

Which was one reason why both of us ended up in this farce. 


In other words, we were both from broken homes. 


| don’t remember my parents ever arguing since | was young. 


| did live in a common, harmonious family until my early years in 
elementary school... My parents never argued too loudly, and of course, 
there was no family violence to speak of. Thus, | totally failed my Spot 
check. 


My parents were no longer family. 


...| never asked for the specifics, but looking back now, | can somewhat 
understand how it happened. In hindsight, there was nothing particularly 
impressionable, just some little differences that slowly built up over time, 


and the passion they once had faded and cooled off, blurred, vanished...and 
they ended up unable to get along with each other, that’s all. 

It’s just something really common...and | also have personal experience 
with that. 

| didn’t understand this as a child however. | was extremely anxious 
because | was really lonely, and spent every day with tears. Mom embraced 
me, gently apologizing to me again and again, and | was sad about that. | 
did not want mom to keep apologizing, and before | knew it, | stopped 
crying. 

There was a large void in my heart...because of what happened in my 
childhood. 


It was a void caused by the sudden absence of something | naturally once 
had. 


| could still meet dad again. Even now, | can meet him about once a 
year...but mom never joined me. Mom and | are family, dad and | are 
family...but mom and dad aren’t family. 


On that certain day, my parents were no longer family. 


It was not misfortune, nor was it the mischief of fate...but, this void was 
ingrained in my heart. 


That was why | couldn’t help but ask about his feelings. 
—Don't...you feel lonely? 


| cautiously asked such a sensitive, delicate question hesitantly, and he 
answered. 


—I’m not sure what ‘loneliness’ is. 


That was what he answered back then. In hindsight, it was a stupidly 
foolish answer completely befitting our age, but back then, the expression 
he showed on his sidelong face was of complete ‘emptiness’, nary a bluff in 
it. 

Nada. 

Nothing at all. 


It was an expression of ‘nothingness’, of one who was unable to convey 
his own loneliness, an anxiety he could not vent. 


His sidelong expression blew strongly into the void in my heart. 


He did not have the void | had. The void | had definitely did not exist in his 
heart. Surely he would not cry because of loneliness, like | did. He could not 
possibly do so. 


There was no need for others to embrace him, to console him. 


Such was his loneliness, his aloofness, which blew into my heart, leaving 
behind a certain numbness. Just as wounds would hurt because of the 
medication, my heart too reacted since it was a point of contention. 


...| did not Rnow anything about his actual mother. 
| did not know why he ended up being such a twisted person. 


After mom married, | moved into this house, and there was this once 
when | ended up sitting there. 


A corner of the first level. 
It was the Japanese room with tatamis, the room nobody ever entered. 
| sat before the Buddhist altar that stood quietly there. 


o 


It’s said that most high school boys wouldn’t know the significance of 
the second Sunday of May. 

It was the most important day of the year to me, officially elevated to this 
position after happily, thoroughly dethroning the prior crown date: August 
27th, the ‘Day | Became Irido-kun’s Girlfriend’. 

Mother’s Day. 


(<9 3) 


..Say. 


It was the first Saturday after Golden Week. | finished my daily revision, 
went to the first floor, and found my little stepbrother lazing on the sofa, 
reading. | spoke to him with a frigid tone. 


Mizuto didn’t look up from his book, and instead gave an impatient reply. 
“Hm? What trouble’d you get into this time?” 


“Can you please not assume | got into trouble!?” And speaking of which, 
didn’t he too get into some trouble before? “...Anyway, it’s not that. I’m 
wondering if you prepared anything. Tomorrow’s the day.” 


“Huh? What?” 


“Present! For Mother’s Day!” | answered as | looked down from the back 
of the sofa, and he ended up blinking away. 


“Mother’s...Day...?” Mizuto closed his book, took his cellphone from the 
table, and brought it to his lips. “Hey Google, Mother’s Day.” 


“You don’t have to google it!” 


“Hmmm, second Sunday of May...a day of appreciation to mothers for 
their usual hard work... Think I’ve heard of it.” 

“...You serious?” 

“Meh, haven’t had a mother since forever.” 

“Do you even know when Father’s Day is?” 

“\...-Hey Google, Father’s Day.” 
“You don’t have to google it!” 


Seriously, this guy was way too disinterested in all humans, including his 
own family. What kind of miracle enabled someone like him to get a 
girlfriend? Hey, you listening? Middle-school me!? 


Mizuto averted his eyes, and said “Well, | don’t think guys do stuff on 
those days. Yup, should be why.” 
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“Nope.” | snatched Mizuto’s book when he tried to go back to reading. 
won't let you ignore Mother’s Day, not while | can still tell black from 
white!” 

“,..Mother’s Day Police now? What a weirdo. What, this some part-time 
job for the Van Dine’s Twenty Rules Secret Service?” 

“Don’t mention that again...!” 

The tragic girl who berated every novel that broke those rules had died. 

“,..Anyway, you haven’t prepared anything for Mother’s Day at all, right?” 

“| wouldn’t Rnow a thing about presents.” 


“Hm{[]? This the same guy who came up to his girlfriend’s place in the 
middle of the night, just to deliver a Christmas present?” 


“...Don’t mention that.” 


| smiled once he stared at me. We both knew of each other’s dark history, 
and we had lots of ammo. 


Mizuto sighed, finally pulled himself up, and almost touched me while | 
was leaning over the backrest of the sofa. 


“Let’s get to it. What do you want?” 


“There’s no way you'll prepare a present if | leave you be. Let’s go 
shopping together, like right now.” 


“Huh?” Mizuto gave me the look of one witnessing a mystical beast. How 
rude. “...You? With me? Together?” 


“Yep. | can watch over you, and maintain an impression to mom that 
we're on good terms. You don’t have to feel embarrassed about giving 
presents if it’s from the both of us, and we can cut costs in half.” 


“Oy, that last bit is what you're really aiming for, right?” 
“The important thing about a present isn’t the price, but the heart.” 


Truth be told, my finances were a little tighter compared to before, since | 
started going out with my classmates. 


Haa, Mizuto sighed. If what they said about people losing some luck 
when they sigh was true, this guy’d have a date with Truck-Run to Isekai 
land some day. 


“No thanks. Buying something? With you? Huh!? Have you gone senile in 
your teenage years? You alright? You remember to eat?” 


“...You. Annoy. Me...!” 
He's a genius at riling me up. 
. Alright, if that’s how.you wanna play, I’ve my own ways. 


| left the living room, returned to my room, quickly got changed, had a 
check in the mirror, saw that my getup was complete, and went downstairs 
again. 


| brushed my bangs, and looked down at his face while he was lying on 
the sofa again. 


“Hello there, Mizuto-kun?” 
“Huh? Didn’t we just... Huh!?” 
Mizuto lifted his head, saw my face, and immediately blinked away. 


| was dressed in a one-piece dress, a cardigan, and a hat with a wide brim, 
a necessity for a lady who wanted to avoid the heat. 


Yes. 

It was the getup that perfectly matched his tastes. 

“Ack.” 

| gently put my hand on Mizuto’s chest as he looked towards me 


dumbfoundedly. Thump thump thump. | could feel his heartbeat moving 
faster by the second. 


“Oh my. Oh my my my. That’s weird. Your heart’s already beating this 
wildly when your stepsibling’s just changed clothes? That’s a strikeout, little 
brother?” 


“There’s no sub-rule that says that ‘involuntary muscle movement is not 
considered’.” 


The only rule was that if either of us did anything beyond stepsibling 
stuff, they had to be the younger sibling. Nobody in their right mind would 
falter just because their own sister’s wearing a one-piece dress. 


| curled my lips, and said, “Besides, leaving aside your heartbeat, | do see 
you spacing out quite a bit, no? It appears you really like such an innocent 
appearance. | suppose as an otaku, you do have some fantasies of a girl, 
no?” 


“Yeah, and a certain someone already smashed all those fantasies to 
bits.” 


“Hm, who can that be? There is only one older sister here.” 


# Damnitie 


Mizuto cursed, stood up, and said while ensuring he was not looking at 
me, “...I just need to go buy a present with you, right?” 


Ara ara, that’s honest of him. | thought he would have pouted a little 
longer. 


“Do you really like this outfit?” | grinned. 
“Shut up,” Mizuto muttered under his breath. 


“Wait wait wait! You’re going out like that!?” 

“Huh? Can’t | just wear a sweater?” 

“Of course not!” 

Mizuto got changed, styled his hair, and we finally went out. 


| thought he might dress up as he did when we went to the aquarium, but 
he wore an ordinary outfit consisting of an ordinary shirt to go with an 
ordinary vest and ordinary chino pants. 


Well, if he put in much effort to dress up just to get out with me, people 
might misunderstand that we were dating, and that was a little too much... 
didn’t find it a pity though. 

| looked up at the sky under the brim of the hat. 


The weather was getting hotter recently. Kyoto’s heat was rather humid 
too, so | guess the airy one-piece dress was an appropriate choice. 


“Let’s go then.” 


“\. Alrighty.” Mizuto answered as he looked aside, and hurried off. It 
seemed he had completely decided to ignore me, who was dressed like this. 


And | walked next to him, giggling away. 


He put in lots of effort the last time, throwing me off my pace. This time 
though, it seemed | would be the only one attacking. Very good. 


“So, where are we going? Kawaramachi? Or Kyoto station? | usually cycle 
there by myself though...” 


“How am | supposed to cycle in a skirt? Are you an idiot?” 
“That’s why I’m asking you, where are we going? Connect the dots.” 


“If we’re going to the station, can’t we just take the train? Are you an 
idiot?” 
“That’s a brand new way to end a sentence. Can | beat you up?” 


| pulled my distance slightly, fearing the threat of violence, and went to 
the nearest station. 


We were headed towards Kyoto station. There’s a gift shop we would 
visit every year at the station building. 


We could cycle there from our house, but the fastest way there was 
undoubtedly the subway. It was a 200+ yen trip, but we would arrive within 
10 minutes. 


| waited for Mizuto to buy a single trip ticket, and went past the gantry 
using my IC card. 


“Why do you not have an IC card?” 
“It’s a waste to top up value and not use it, right?” 


| guess he never had the chance to use one since he never went out to 
play with others. How pitiful. 

There were a lot of people on the platform, and | had to slip through the 
crowd if | wanted to move forward. Mizuto kept groaning away as we 
navigated through this labyrinth of humans. 


“There’s a lot of people...” 

“You might not know this, being a hikikomori and all, but there’s a lot of 
people out here during the weekend, you know?” 

“Pm a hikikomori because | Rnow...” Mizuto said weakly. He really hated 
crowded places like usual. Well, | don’t think there’s anyone who does like 
them. 

| latched onto the elbow of my little stepsibling, whose sanity points had 
dropped, and pulled him aside. 

“Alright, pull yourself together. Don’t get lost now.” 

“If that happens, I’m going home.” 


| dragged Mizuto through the platform, and queued up. It really felt like | 
was taking care of a little brother. If | had to, | hoped to raise a younger, 
cuter, more honest little brother. 


“Ugh.” Mizuto groaned in repulse once he saw the train arrive at the 
station. 


“Do we have to ride this one...? How about the next one?” 
“It’s all the same no matter how many trips we wait.” 


There were countless people grabbing onto the hand straps on the train. 
With us joining in, it was a full house. 


Despite that, the full house here seemed a lot better than the rumored 
full trains of Tokyo. It wasn’t like we were pressed together like sardines. 
There was simply little breathing space. A jam-packed train’d probably leave 
him in despair. A Tokyo train’d would leave him in despair. 


We waited for the passengers to alight, and went into the train. Mizuto 
was the last in line, and once he boarded, the doors closed. 


The train slowly accelerated, and there was some trembling beneath our 
feet. 


At this moment. 
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| made such an embarrassing noise, for someone tugged at my arm from 
behind. 

My back hit the door. 

What the!? Seriously!? 

| lifted my head, feeling incensed, only to gasp. 


Mizuto swapped positions with me, putting his hands on the door to 
maintain his balance, and peered at my face up close. 


Right before my eyes was a neck that was somewhat slim for a boy, and 
an Adam’s apple that truly emphasized the existence of a boy. The steady 
breathing sounded so close, as though it was a whisper by my ear. 


And then, the eyes that were driven insane by the crowds moments ago 
seemed a little furious as they stared deep into mine. 


Objectively though. 
Mizuto and | were positioned in a kabedon. 








“...Well, you should be the one standing by the door, right?” 

Only after those stiff words of his did | finally understand his intentions. 
... Wait? He’s worried about perverts? 

Heh... hmmm? 

| smiled, and lifted my eyes slightly, looking back into his. 

“You're protecting me?” 


“Well.” Mizuto curled his lips sarcastically, as though he was being 
rebellious. “Well, isn’t that what a little brother should do, big sis?” 


... Yes. He’s the little brother at this point. 

| pursed my lips unwittingly. 

“,..You’re rather cocky for one.” 

“There are cocky little brothers out there in this world...woah!?” 


The train passed a curb, and the passengers tumbled sideways. 


Mizuto lost his balance, and stumbled...and before | knew it, my face was 
buried into his shoulder, pressed against the wall. 


“,.-SO-SOITY...” 
Mizuto’s voice stung at my right ear. 


| had grown quite a bit since middle school, but | hadn’t grown as much 
as he, who had passed his puberty phase. Given our high differences, my 
forehead might hit his lips, and this little if that happened...| was completely 
covered by him, so should | say that | recognized how slender | was, 
UUUUUUUL...... 


“Anyway, I'll pull away a little.” 
“..Ah, wai, stop...!” 


| hurriedly tugged at Mizuto’s shirt once | saw him getting ready to 
straighten up. 


| wanted to remain as | was...yeah, that’s a big nope from me fam. 
...[t’s just that, if he pulled away from me, my expression’d be visible. 
And | would have to be the little sister. 


“An-anyway, this'll happen after every shake. You’re a beansprout after 
all.” Of course, | couldn’t come out and admit to that, so | tried to baffle 
him with bullshit instead. “You can just stand however you please... 
whatever, we’re getting off soon.” 
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The voice and breath reached my ears in unison, and so both of us went 
silent. 


Thereafter, the train never shook again. 


After an eternity had passed, we finally arrived at the station, alighted, and 
went straight to the underground street linked to the station. 


We slipped through the crowds, and went towards the alley filled with 
female fashion goods. There was a gift shop | often visited and bought 
presents from. 


Mizuto seemed a little restless, either because of the crowd, or because 
the alley was filled to the brim with fashionable goods for women. Well well 
well, otakus sure are useless again. 


“...You said you wanted to buy a present.” Mizuto suddenly said, as 
though he were hiding something. “So what do you intend to buy? You 
probably have an idea, right?” 


“A bouquet or a photo frame or something...or a frying pan? Mom likes to 
cook after all.” 


“But you never asked her about what she wants.” 
“,..Shut up. The idea of girls having to learn how to cook is long gone.” 


“Haa, you say that... but | recall a certain woman going ahead and making 
bentos | never asked fo—ow!” 


That pissed me off a little, so | kicked him in the shin. I'll remember this. 


We arrived at the gift shop. There was a floral shop opposite, and | could 
choose a bouquet from there, but | decided to visit this side. 


| reached out to grab my little stepbrother, who was hesitant about 
entering a shop awash in femininity. 


He looked around at the products displayed. 


“Hmmm [] Thought there’d be weird stuff here, but there’s a lot of 
useful stuff. Like notebooks and such.” 


“We don’t usually give others ridiculous stuff. I’m not you.” 

“When have | given weird stuff?” 

“You didn’t exactly ‘give’ it to me, but you do remember recommending 
some weird movie, right?” 

“Come on, ‘Memento’ is a masterpiece, alright?” 

“That’s what you say. | can’t believe you’d recommend a middle school 
girl a weird movie with its chronology all out of whack.” 


That was back before we dated. The movie ‘Memento’ depicted the story 
of a man who could only preserve his memories for ten minutes, seeking 
out the culprit who murdered his wife. It really was a masterpiece, and 
suited my tastes, but recommending that to a middle school girl was a step 
too far. | couldn’t help but recall his annoying aspects from back in middle 
school. 


“Look, | recommend based on your personality. Not your age or social 
standing.. Don’t you like movies like “Butterfly Effect’ or 12 Angry Men’?” 

“| do remember the movies, but | don’t remember who recommended 
those movies...” 

“Tch. If ’'d known, | woulda recommended those easy-going romance 
movies and made you give awkward smiles to begin with...” 

“If you could have done so, everything that went wrong wouldn’t have 
happened...” 

| wouldn’t have confessed to him. Wouldn’t that be the Butterfly Effect 
at work? 


| inspected a mug that had some letters on it, and asked my little 
stepbrother, “So? Little stepbrother who recommends based on personality 
and not on age or social standing, have you decided on what to give mom?” 


“Dunno what Yuni-san likes. Got the feeling it’s not mugs you buy a set 
of as lovers, and then dunno what to do with after you break up.” 


“Yeah. We need to consider everything else after we give the present.” 


If there’s anything praiseworthy we did back in middle school, it’s 
probably that we never bought a couple set. | guess those would be as 
difficult to do with a shared SNS account for couples. 


“| don’t Rnow what she likes,” Mizuto said as he looked up at the cabinet. 
“But | got some idea of what Yuni-san...what they need.” 
“Mom, they?...including Minneaki-san?” 


“Yeah.” Mizuto nodded. “Let’s forget about gifts for now. How about we 
go window-shopping? | got some things to talk about.” 


We took the escalator, and went to the first level of the Kyoto station 
building. 

“Ah, a bookshop.” 

“Stop! We'll lose all track of time if we go in there!” 


| stopped Mizuto, who was being baited into the bookshop like ants to a 
trap, and we walked down the path with lots of local gifts around. 


“Hey, say, what are we doing here? Why do | feel like we’re just 
wandering around aimlessly?” 


“Well yeah, we are wandering around aimlessly.” 


“Huh!? So, in other words, I’m just accompanying you for fun and 
laughter, peace and joy?” 


“But you look rather happy though? You’re as excited as a dog.” 


“...[f I’m really a dog and you’re the owner, | would have bitten your hand 
off.” 


“| see. Guess | better be careful about feeding you,” Mizuto said as he 
passed me the canned coffee he had been drinking while strolling. Who’s 
going to drink the coffee you drank? 


| shoved it back in refusal, and Mizuto snorted, tossing the can into the 
trashbin...wait, it’s empty!? 


“| don’t really have an objective for strolling around, but there’s a 
purpose. I’m looking for inspiration.” 


“Inspiration?” 


Mizuto kept avoiding the crowds as he said, “I’ve been thinking...Yuni-san 
and dad seemed to be concerned about our feelings ever since they 
remarried.” 


“...Yes, they are. It feels like mom has been returning home earlier after 
she got married.” 


“Same goes for dad. | guess they’re very worried about the idea of a 
teenage boy and girl living together under the same roof. Especially Yuni- 
san. Would anyone really allow a daughter, whom she single-handedly 
raised, stay together with a boy her age?” 


“ae. Wouldn't.” 

“Right?” 

In fact, mom asked me before it was decided that we would stay 
together. 

“He has a son. Are you fine with that?” 

| never thought it would be a boy my age, and let alone him, but | 
wouldn’t have agreed to stay with him if he was any older than a middle 
schooler. Truth be told, those were my earnest thoughts. 


It so happened that | just broke up with him. How could | live together 
with another boy under the same room at that point of time? 


But if | never agreed, mom wouldn’t have chosen to stay with uncle 
Mineaki, and the thought about remarriage wouldn’t have come to pass. | 
chose to bluff my way through back then, and told mom that | would decide 
after meeting him. 


And then | decided to endure once | saw him. 


| knew that if it was him, | wouldn’t be in physical danger, though | would 
have mental issues. 


...Of course, mom wouldn’t have known about this. She trusted Mizuto 
because of uncle Mineaki, but she obviously was concerned about it. 


“Look, the only way we'll erase this suspicion is through actual action. It’s 
not going to be settled in a single day.” 


“Oh, yes. Don’t visit my room in the middle of the night.” 


“Right back at you...yeah, if we really need to contact each other, do it by 
phone.” 


| looked up towards Mizuto, who stared back at me, showing a troubled 
look on his face. 


“What? Is there a problem?” 
“,..No, nothing.” 


At night, in the room, contacting each other discreetly...wait, | don’t think that’s 
any different from when we’re dating, you know? 

saaes But if | mentioned that, he would have jabbed at me for deliberately 
misinterpreting it. 

“Well, that’s that. Now then.” 

Mizuto continued on, probably because he never noticed my feelings.” 

“Well, | guess it’s a pity...that they’re so concerned about us.” 

“A pity?” 

“| mean, they finally remarried, and could have spent more time 
together.” 

“,..[.see.” 


Well, mom and uncle Mineaki were newlyweds. Because of us though, 
they weren’t able to enjoy their time together...that was real awkward on 
us. 


“So.” Mizuto put his hands into his pockets, and walked on, saying with a 
really calm tone, “The best present we can give them is time...time for dad 
and Yuni-san to spend together as a couple, right?” 


| couldn’t see any intent to joke or act cool on his sidelong face. All | 
could see was an earnest feeling and a tell-it-as-it-is attitude. 


sees | never thought he would say such things. 
’m not sure what ‘loneliness’ is. He, who once said such words, actually... 


“\..Well, the problem is that | can’t figure out how to do it exactly. It’s 
easy if we have a food voucher or a trip ticket as a present, but they have to 
work, and the stuff we can buy with our pocket money is so pitifully little...” 


“So you're here for inspiration?” 


“Pretty much. | feel I'll get some ideas | usually won’t think about if | visit 
some places | normally wouldn’t visit, see some things | usually won't see.” 


Seriously, what kind of thoughts did he have to live till this point? 


He forgot all about Mother’s Day until | mentioned it, but he thought far 
more than | ever did in such a short time. 


| guess the reason for that much thought...was because nobody else 
could think of those questions. 


There was no one who was worth taking up his mind, other than himself. 
... The void in my heart jolted. 

And also, an answer peeled off, like a wound scab. 

“\..If that’s the case, can’t we just reverse the thought process?” 

| seemingly muttered to myself, and Mizuto looked at me. 


“We just need them to be alone, right? We don’t need them to go 
elsewhere...” 


At that moment. 


The scenery outside the station building was within sight, and we saw 
another building beyond the passing cars. 


That shop’s signboard appeared in our eyes. 
It was perfect timing, but it was really a complete coincidence. 


We were walking in an area we usually wouldn’t be at, and saw things we 
usually wouldn’t see...and somehow, we thought of an idea we usually 
wouldn’t think of. 
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Mizuto seemed to have realized something, and saw the time on his 
phone. 


“Today’s...a little too sudden. | guess we can wait till next Saturday...” 
“Eh...? Wa-wait. You serious!?” 

“Isn’t this your idea?” 

“No-no-no, | just want to say, there’s this thinking too...!?” 

“Pm all ears if there’s any other idea you have.” 


“Acts, © 


| couldn’t think of any. My mind’s just swirling, but | couldn’t think of any 
good idea he could agree with. 


B-because...! 
| didn’t think he would say such things...! 
Once again, | looked towards that signboard opposite us. 


The obvious words over at the second level of the building were ‘internet’ 
and ‘manga’. | could feel some gloomy vibe from that, but | guess it’s just 
because of my own presumptions being at work. | did know that those with 
no money to do that would use such a place. 


Right before our eyes was......a net cafe. 


ais Mom, thank you for everything. It’s your Mother’s Day present...from 
me, and Mizuto-kun.” 


It was the following day, a Sunday afternoon, in the living room. 


| said the same words | would say every year, and delivered a little 
bouquet | bought yesterday to my mom. 


Mom received the bouquet that was the size of a hand, blinked away, and 
looked towards me, and Mizuto, who was next to me. 


“Eh...? Mizuto-Run too?” 
He himself was looking away...wait, he’s a shy guy? 
| elbowed my little stepbrother’s flank, prompting him to act. 


Ultimately, Mizuto never managed to look mom in the eyes, and said 
with a teeny-weeny voice, “Well...you’ve been making bentos for me every 
day, taking care of me in every way, so...it’s just to express my thanks for 
everything...yeah, that’s about it.” 


Seriously, can’t this guy just say an ordinary ‘thank you’? He’s still being 
stubborn. 


| guessed that was enough for mom however. 
Large tears started to fall from mom’s eyes. 


“Eh...e-erm, Yuni-san?” 


Mlzuto was taken aback, clearly flustered by this. 

And I...more or less expected this. 

Mom was still quite a crybaby, even though she already had a daughter of 
this age. 

“Guuuu...uuuu...waaahhhhhhhh...!! | should...1 should be the one 
thanking you twwwwoo0000000......!!!” 


Mom was bawling out loud, holding the bouquet in one hand, and 
hugging Mizuto with the other. Mizuto looked a little perturbed, but he 
took mom’s embrace silently. 

Mom never asked Mizuto to call her ‘mom’. Mizuto himself was aloof to 
just about everyone, but mom definitely was feeling uneasy that Mizuto 
couldn’t properly acknowledge her as his mother. 

...After all, she once failed to form a family with someone else. 

And that was one of the reasons why | made sure Mizuto too contributed 
to this Mother Day’s present, 


|? 


“Thank you very much too Yuuuummmmmeeeeee!! 
After hugging Mizuto for quite some time, mom went towards me. 
“Sorry mom, don’t dirty the clothes.” 

“| Rnow thhhhaaatttt!!” 


Mom tiptoed to avoid having her snot and tears all over me, putting her 
chin on my shoulder as she hugged me. | had to hunch over slightly just to 
ensure she could do so. 


| was already taller than mom after my puberty phase in middle school. 
“You're my daughter, but that’s despicable!” Mom seemed to pout 
whenever it came up... 


“Yes, yes.” 


| gently patted mom, consoling her. | had no idea who’s the mother, and 
who’s the daughter. 


...And Mizuto just watched us, giving us the usual hollow look. 


Mom continued to cry at us for quite a while, “Mineaki-zaaaannnnn!!” 
and this time, she called for uncle Mineaki, who was some distance away 
from us, giving us a gentle, wry smile, consoling her as | just did. 


...Yep, definitely no problems this time. 

So | thought, and in the corner of my eye, | saw Mizuto creep out of the 
living room. 
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Feeling incredulous, | left the couple in the living room, and gave chase. 

Mizuto wasn’t in the corridor. 

But at the same time, | saw the fusuma left open. 

Beyond that was a small, delicate Buddhist altar. 

| unwittingly hushed my footsteps, and went towards the fusuma. 

Ding! There was a sound. 


| recognized that it was a gentle, long echoing sound that seemingly 
granted people the time to recollect their body, mind, and the past. 


| once made such a sound before. 
—Right before the Buddhist altar in this Japanese room. 
| peered past the fusuma. 


There was no light in the room, but | could see the back of someone 
kneeling in a seiza on the tatami, as befitting a ritual. 


Right in the room was a clean, delicate-looking Buddhist altar. | couldn’t 
see it clearly as it was dim...but there was a photo of a lady in her twenties. 


Kana Irido—or so | heard she was called. 


That was the Buddhist altar dedicated to the actual mother of Mizuto 
lrido. 


Mizuto continued to keep his palms together for at least ten seconds. 


He finally lifted his head, had a look at that photo, the deceased one, and 
after a while, he stood up, turned his head around, and noticed me standing 
at the entrance. 


“,..You’re peeking?” 


He gave his usual aloof, hollow expression, a reproaching look. 
| ignored that, and entered the room. 


| sat in a seiza, on the cloth before the altar, took the little rod, and gently 
tapped at that golden bell. 


Ding...... There was a long chime. 
| put my palms together, and closed my eyes. 


Once done, | lifted my head, only to notice that Mizuto, who had already 
stood up, sat cross legged next to me. 


He remained silent, the emotionless expression still on his face. 


He continued to look at the altar, and | cautiously began the 
conversation. 


“,..You, don’t remember already, do you?” 


And Mizuto immediately answered my question that had neither purpose 
or subject. 


“| heard that she wasn’t well to begin with.” 
His answer too was tense, but | understood what he meant. 
| supposed the pregnancy drained much of her strength after all. 


And...she departed for the afterlife before he was aware of his 
surroundings. 


“This photo’s the only thing | know of her appearance. | didn’t know 
everything about how she spoke, what she liked or disliked. Dad never really 
mentioned this—well, the name Mizuto is the only thing I’m certain on.” 


Mi(water)zuto. 
And, Ka(river)na...? 


| guessed it was more than a month ago. When mom and | first moved 
into this house, the first place we visited was neither the living room, nor 
our rooms, but this room. 


Mom and | sat before this altar, and clapped our hands together to greet 
her. 


Mom bowed her head deeply, and said. 
—I’m sorry. Please take care of me. 


This household still had room for this one person. Mom apologized before 
she knew that, asking for forgiveness as she lowered her head. 


Mizuto was present back then...giving that same empty look. 
His mother’s existence was etched into his name. 


Both uncle Mineaki and mom both recognized the thoughts that person 
left behind. 


But Mizuto himself had nothing. 


He had no lingering thoughts, no memories, and knew so pitifully little of 
her. 


He had nothing, but the fragment of the mother that did not exist was 
imprinted upon him...it was no wonder then that he couldn’t do anything. 


lt was no wonder that he had no thoughts. 

What else could he say then? Other than nothing at all? 
Nobody told him the answer to this question. 

And thus—the empty expression. 


“Hm? —W-wha?” 

Mizuto blurted out in confusion. 

For | touched him. 

| reached over, and gently touched his shoulder with mine. 

“,..What, are you doing?” 

He didn’t really look overly rattled when he muttered by my ear. 

“Pm consoling you...well, I’m the older sister.” 

“That thing’s still going on now...” 

“We never had a rule stating that it’s annulled on the next day.” 
—Lovers will break up one day. 

—Even husbands and wives would not necessarily be together forever. 
But family and siblings were the only relationship that could last forever. 
So, if | didn’t have him next to me. 


So, if he didn’t have me next to him. 
Surely there would be a void formed in our hides. 


Not that we didn’t have one to begin with, but that we lost what we once 
had. 


—And | wouldn’t think that he would say anything like “l don’t 
understand” again. 


Tick, tick, tick, the sound of a clock ticking away could be heard in the 
room, from somewhere. 


| pressed half my body weight onto my little stepbrother in this dim 
Japanese room, as though engraving my existence in his house. 


And finally, | heard a surrender up close, at this distance where neither 
could ignored whatever the other did. 


“,..Ah whatever, | guess | don’t have a choice.” 

| felt strength in the shoulder, and was nudged back slightly. 

“| guess since | took some poison, | might as well eat it all.” 
“Who’s the poison here?” 

“Haha.” 

While we continued to lean upon each other, Mizuto lrido smiled. 
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So, our Mother’s Day present was delivered successfully, or so it 
appeared. 


But, there’s a secret present. 

“Say, we’re doing that?” 

lt seemed our parents were still chatting in the room, so we remained in 
the dim Japanese room, and never left. 

We already moved our shoulders away from each other, and were at a 
distance appropriate for stepsiblings.aa 


“Of course. The best scenario is if we have a study trip or so, but it’ll take 
us a long time. If it’s because of school, | don’t think we’ll be able to do this 


again.” 
“Do this again......wait, how many times do you want to do this?” 


“Well, it’ll be better if we can do this once in a while, so that they can 
ignore us and have the time to themselves. We just need to leave this 
house.” 


Yes, that was the idea we came up with. 

To disappear from this house for the time being. 

To stay outside. 

So that they could spend their time as a couple during this period. 


“We just need to hang on for a while. All we need to do then is to gain 
their trust, and when that happens, we can say that we'll be eating out 
together.” 


“Well, this, sorta, works out...” 
“That’s vague from you. You got problems with that?” 


“All-all kinds of them? Look, we don’t really have anything going on, but, 
look, we-we’re a boy and a girl...camping out...for a night...at a net cafe...?” 


“Huh?” 
Within the dim room, Mizuto tilted his head in surprise. 


“Wait, are you still planning to spend the night with me at a couple suite 
in a net cafe or something?” 
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Eh? 


That’s not it!? 
“Are you an idiot...?” 


Haaaaaaa, Mizuto exhaled long and hard, seemingly deliberately, and 
said, 


“Look, the law states that those under 18 aren’t allowed to stay at net 
cafes. If we somehow try to do that, we'll end up rejected by the reception, 


the police will send us to counselling, and our parents will be notified. 
That'll be all for nothing, right?” 


“Eh...ehhhh!? You’re kidding, right!?” 


“And we can’t really stay at a hotel, since we need our parents’ 
permission...though | can’t say that there’s no place where high schoolers 
can stay out at...” 


“There is?” 

“A love hotel.” 

...Love? 

| froze up, and Mizuto repeated again. 


“A love hotel. There won’t be issues if we don’t reveal that we’re high 
school students under cameras...so | heard.” 


“...You...idiot...2” 

“Are we going?” 

“Like hell we can!!” 

| smacked Mizuto on the shoulder, but he did not appear to be in any 
pain. 

“Well, | did some investigation, and a room at a love hotel might be a 
little too expensive for us. Either way, that’s impossible too.” 


“,..What in the world did you investigate? Are we seriously going to stay 
at a love hotel if it’s cheap enough? With me?” 


“Worst case scenario.” 
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Did this guy just say that staying with me at a love hotel’s the worst case 
scenario!? 


| glared at him, and was met with a snicker. Grrrrrrr......! 

“Well, that’s how it is. We'll just sort out our stayover places normally.” 
“Enough with the suspense. What do you mean, normally?” 

“Well,” 

Mizuto answered with an inexplicable expression and tone. 


“As they call it, friends?” 
Mizuto showed me his LINE screen. 


Shown on it was his conversation with our classmate Kawanami-kun, who 
said. 


“Alright. If that’s the case, | can let you stay over for a night.” 

“As for lrido-san, just leave her to Minami!” 

“Minami’s house is next door, so you don’t have to worry now.” 

Fase tle: 

| looked over at Mizuto in shock, and he nodded with a look of intrigue. 
“Pm shocked too...seems like those two are neighbors.” 


Chapter 4 


The ex-couple stays over 


(Help yourselves) 


| can say now that | was young and foolish, but | had an existence called a 
girlfriend between my second and third years of middle school. 


Recently, it feels like whenever | mention this, the first thing to pop into 
people’s heads is “What kind of dark history’ll be revealed this time 
around?” 


Everyone, please wait a moment first. Yume Ayai and | were really a 
couple of shitty brats with screwed-up minds, but we didn’t exactly cover 
everything a couple would do. 


Well, we were middle schoolers, in this society that made us powerless, 
mere nobodies. Of course we couldn’t do whatever we wanted... let alone 
stay out at night as we pleased. And it’d be ridiculous to even consider us 
asking our parents, especially considering we never even told them we were 
dating in the first place! 


Not because we didn’t have the guts. Not at all. 


....Well, if we really had to put it, | guess the school camp in May during 
our second year of middle school might be considered one. Yume Ayai and | 
were just ordinary classmates at that moment, just a boy A and a girl A who 
never talked properly to each other. Actually, if we’re ranking how much we 
stood out in class by alphabets, we’re around P or so. 


Did anything noteworthy happen between this boy P and girl P? No, of 
course not. Basically, we just brushed by each other, and the gloomy dark 
history of us becoming lovers later on couldn’t possibly happen there. 


Why? 

We didn’t get to Rnow each other back then. There was no way there’d 
be any formation of valuable bonds. 

We couldn’t possibly have any memories. 

It really was just a trivial passing matter. 

But | still remembered what happened back then. 


lt was an incident where | had a rare glimpse of Yume Ayai’s true self. 


The school camp. 


| have no recollection of whatever it was we did there, since | had no 
interest in any of these traditions at all. The only thing | could be certain 
was the title of the book | read during my free time, “Mathematical 
Goodbye” by Hiroshi Mori. 


For me, there’s no real difference between using manga, games, or novels 
as entertainment, but it seemed like for any other human being out there 
seeing a student reading a book without illustrations, they would probably 
think “Oh, this guy’s amazing”. So | spent my time reading silently, but 
nobody said anything. 


| had a feeling that if | said so, | would be pitied by those who never 
accounted for reading or gaming as part of the schedule, but this was my 
own way of enjoying the school camp. It’s a unique experience reading a 
detective novel in the hills, and | often wondered if there was some strange 
mansion beyond the forest. 


And so, night fell. 


We weren't assigned our own rooms, but just slept in our sleeping bags, 
like it was a banquet. 


There was some distance between us, but the girls too were sleeping at 
the same place. There were some whispers in the dim space. They might 
have been whispering to begin with, but no matter how soft their voices 
were, a dozen voices would form a ruckus. 


| couldn’t sleep, so | got out of my sleeping bag early. | got a few ‘ls this 
guy for real?’ looks from the guys nearby, but the teachers weren’t watching 
us like prison wardens. | held a textbook, told them “I’m off to the toilet”, 
and hurriedly left the gathering area that functioned as a common 
bedroom. 


There were no lights on the corridor, but the moonlight outside shone 
upon the wooden floor. | could read the words with this little light, so | 
moved a little away from the common bedroom, leaned on the window, and 
looked towards the night sky. 


The book | was reading, ‘Mathematical Goodbye’, heavily involved the 
starry sky. | probably acted unusually by doing my own astrological 
observation because of it. 


Hmmn, it sure looks pretty, so | thought. 


| guessed that’s probably the reaction of those looking into the starry sky 
probably. Some TV stars or Youtubers will probably react with a “Woah...” 
for show or something. 


...Wooahhh... 
Then | suddenly heard this little exclamation next to me. 
What was that? 


Did someone get out from the common bedroom like me to watch some 
Youtube video or something? That’s what | thought when | turned my eyes 
aside, looked to the window next to me, and spotted a little girl marveling 
at the sky. 


| was the kind of guy who couldn’t remember the names of my 
classmates, but there were exceptions. 


Basically, we’re talking about school misfits like me. 


| knew very well that when lone striders encounter one another, that’s 
just two striders meeting together, and also an inevitable sense of 
camaraderie. 


Yume Ayai. 
That was the name | remembered. 


She was a girl who never left her table, and spent every day just reading. | 
never saw her talk with any friends. She couldn’t blend into any social circle 
during this school camp either, and | could only see her acting suspiciously, 
panicking here and there. 


Please allow me to explain for those who had a smooth sailing school life. 
For us lone striders, there were those who were useful, and those who 
weren't. The former had no friends, but could naturally deal with various 
crises (like if we forgot to bring our textbooks). For the latter though, 
they’re goners if they couldn’t ask others for help. | can boast of being the 
former, but she, Yume Ayai, clearly was the latter group. 


And | started to feel uncomfortable meeting someone like her. 


Was it because | hated those of my Rind, or that | felt shame for meeting 
one of mine? Even | would be perturbed seeing how perturbed she was. 

Ultimately, | unwittingly offered a helping hand. 

In fact, | did share some excess ingredients with her when we made curry 
during morning camp. 

She was the type to never honestly admit her own mistakes, and | was 
the only one to realize so, and gave her a lifeline. It so happened that | was 
the only one in class who could imagine the hardship of someone so shy, 
and the only one who could help her. 


| only Rnew of two states of Yume Ayai, the misfit in class whom | 
brushed by, and the timid one whom | helped. 


But at this point, she was by the window. 


She was basked under the hazy moonlight, and that expression she 
showed...an expression | didn’t Rnow of...one | couldn’t do. 


...l was silently ashamed of myself. 


Somewhere deep in my heart, | had been belittling this girl... was 
ashamed once | realized this. 

| should have belittled her forever, | would have said so at this point, but 
that was an impressive reflection of my own thoughtlessness as a middle 
schooler. This was the one part | had to praise myself for. 

| guessed | shouldn’t have stared at her intently while having such 
thoughts. 


—Ahhhhh...auuuuu... 

Ayai looked towards me, and shriveled somewhat bashfully, and Rept 
quiet...seriously, she’s really useless. 

There’s no way a girl like her could have slipped out of the common 
bedroom for no reason. She definitely wanted to look for me. 

| had a feeling that if | flat out asked her “what do you want?”, she 
probably would become more timid, and run away. 

...In hindsight, | didn’t think that’s something to worry about. Back then 
though, | turned my eyes beyond the window, towards the night, and said. 


—The moon sure is pretty (tsuki ga kirei dana). 
—Heahhh!? 
It’s super effective. 


Anyone else other than her would be really dumbfounded, but Ayai’s face 
turned completely red, so much so that | could sense her expression 
wavering suspiciously in the darkness. 


—E-erm, I-I, ahhh, aau... 
—I don’t mean that. 


| cackled away. Seriously, why did | choose to tease her with those words 
back then? Even at this point, | couldn’t figure out what | was thinking back 
then. | probably foresaw her change in image later on though. Yep, let’s take 
it as that. 


—..Ahh... 
For some reason, Ayai stared at my face, her mouth half opened. 


| was a little curious as to whether there was anything strange about my 
face, but she did not say anything, and instead stared at the moon that | 
called ‘pretty’. 


The moon in the center of the many stars seemed to hang behind the 
thick clouds. We remained silent as we stared at the same bright moon, 
through the different windows. 


And once the moonlight was finally covered by the thick clouds, | heard 
her softly murmur. 


—...Thank you...for this morning... 


And before | could turn towards her again, she had already scampered off 
to her own room. 


| understood something once | saw her thin little figure vanish in the 
corridor. 


...Did she chase after me because she wanted to thank me? 
It couldn’t be called an encounter, it was a mere brushing by. 


There’s no way it could have caused anything, nor could it be the reason 
or opportunity to do so. 


If, just if, this conversation that was a window width away was the 
foreshadowing of an event, Yume Ayai and | becoming lovers three and a 
half months later, God must have read too many detective novels. 


After all, there’s no way in reality that everything and anything that 
happened would correlate to the future. 


But in an unusual gesture from me, | made a wish towards the starry sky 
that wasn’t exactly pretty. 


Not as a boy and girl, not as boyfriend and girlfriend, and obviously not as 
stepsiblings. 
But as a bond between lone striders who couldn’t blend in at school. 


This school camp definitely wouldn’t be a pleasant memory for her, so | 
prayed that the starry sky could be a little prettier... 


And then, | realized that | didn’t answer her with, don’t worry about it. 
Well, I'd just mention it next time. There’s definitely a chance. 
So | thought, and then two years passed. 
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There’s something called May sickness. It means that once people start 
getting used to a new life starting in April, as the season got hotter, 
motivation would nosedive, and people would start getting lazy. | was really 
envious that people could get used to a new life or something in a single 
month. | still haven’t gotten used to living under the same roof as my ex. 


But in mid May, the Saturday right after Mother’s Day, | could finally 
break free from the stressful environment for two days. How could | not be 
overjoyed? 

“Thanks Kawanami. Leave your upcoming midterms to me.” 

“Oh, you're giving me study tips?” 

“Just vocal support. Do your best.” 

“You cheapskate!!” 


Kogure Kawanami, a really rebellious guy who punked his hair even 
though he’s attending a really uptight high school, grumbled away. He’s a 


frivolous guy. It’s rare for me to vocally support anyone. 
lt happened while | was on my way from my house to Kawanami’s. 
Because of certain reasons, | decided to stay over at my classmate’s 
place. 


My dad and stepmother remarried, and were still in their honeymoon 
phase, but they really appeared worried about whether their children could 
get along well, and they never actually managed to spend time properly as a 
couple. As their children, we considered their feelings, and decided to grant 
them some alone time this weekend as a gift. 


So, over these two days, Yume would be staying with her friend, ARatsuki 
Minami. 

After a month and a half, | finally had a night when | could spend the 
night separately from her. 
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“We’re here. This is my place.” 

Kawanami said as he stopped. It’s a somewhat old apartment, rather tall 
for one in Kyoto...it’s about 10 stories tall. 

| was led by Kawanami through the auto lock entrance. 

We went to the elevator hall as Kawanami’s apartment was said to be 
very high up. Over there, 

“,..<Geh.” 

“Ahh.” 

| spotted the face | didn’t want to see. There were two high school girls 
there, probably waiting for the elevator. 


One of them was a small girl with a refreshing looking single ponytail. 
There was a knot tied at the waist of the large T-shirt, and the thin legs were 
exposed under the shorts. Basically, she looked very tomboyish. 


That’s ARatsuki Minami. 
Next to her was a woman with an annoying long black hair resembling a 
ghost. She’s wearing a white one piece dress, and actually looked rather 


innocent. She’s a plebian and she had to dress up like a princess? Is this 
some tactic for a high school rookie? 


That’s Yume Irido. 


| shot Yume a malicious, hostile, standoffish look. Yume in turn shot back 
a hostile, murderous look. 


“Disappear.” 
“Can’t you vanish?” 
“Don’t you have other friends?” 


“Ah sorry, | haven’t been considerate to those who don’t have any 
other choice.” 


We shot a silent spat with our eyes. 


Ending this absolutely pointless spat was none other than Minami-san’s 
cheerful voice. 


“Ahh, Irido-kun[{]? What what what!? Are you staying over too!?” 


Minami-san then skipped towards me, and looked up at me as though 
she’s inspecting. 
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She'll kill me!! So | thought as | instinctively took a step back. 
“We-well, something like that...” 

“Such a coincidence! Yume-chan’s staying over at my place too...” 
Minami-san then took a step closer, and whispered to me, 


3) 


“(...l heard you suggested this, lrido-kun?) 
Her lips showed a different smile the usual little animal. 


“(Thank you very much, you know. A, world, for, two, with, Yume, chan. 
It’s like a dream! A Yume-chan dream!)” 


| had no idea what nonsense she was talking about, but she’s a crazy 
woman who wants to become Yume’s sister by getting married with me. | 
had to hammer home the point. 
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“(...Don’t do anything weird, Minami-san.) 


“(Are you jealous of me[]!? Wowie[]! The relentless attacks finally paid 
off!)” 


“(L really can celebrate that idiot brain of yours if you’re for real.)” 


“(| guess!)” 
I’m not praising you at all. Don’t get cocky here. 
“Move away.” 


Kawanami grabbed Minami-san by the back of the neck, and pulled her 
away from me like a cat. 

“Don’t enter a guy’s sanctuary like that. You can go ahead and pick your 
flowers.” 

“Woooahhh, what’s with the male female bias? A boy’s sanctuary too? 
Hmph, sure suits you?” 

“Oy, you okay with that? The princess who’s being ignored by you is 
looking all lonely over there.” 

We turned our eyes towards Yume, who hadn’t been involved in a while, 
and she appeared to be looking at us with a pout. Once she noticed me 
looking over, Yume then turned her face aside with a pout again. 

Minami-san broke free from Kawanami’s hand, and immediately leapt into 
Yume’s clutches. 


“Sorry Yume-chan! | won’t exclude you!” 


“No, it’s fine, ARatsuki-san. I’m just ashamed as a family member of a 
certain little brother who is giving an indecent perverted look.” 


An icy stare was directed at me. Me? Indecent? What are her eyes made 
of? She needs to check out her eyes or something? 


Minami-san latched onto Yume’s arm, and turned towards Kawanamii. 


“,..So then, Kawanami, don’t get involved with us, alright? It’s a girls’ 
sanctuary here.” 


“Pm not going over to your room even if you beg me to.” 


Kawanami shot back brutally as he dug his ear, and Minami-san spat out a 
tongue. Yume then said, 


“...Say, ARatsuki-san. I’m a little curious...what’s your relationship with 
Kawanami-kun?” 


Yes. That’s it. 
This was the one misstep | had. 


The original plan was that while we gave dad and Yuni-san some alone 
time as a gift, | could stay away from Yume for the time being. 


“Ah, you don’t have to mind, you know?” 
Mlnami-san smiled and told Yume as though it really was nothing. 


“That guy and | are just neighbors who started being together since 
elementary school.” 


“Aren’t you two just childhood friends?” 
| snarked. 


We were at Kawanami’s living room. It’s said that his parents were often 
not home, and they didn’t seem like they would be home on this day either. 
| could use all the space as | wanted, so I was served with some barley tea at 
the table. 


Kawanami sat opposite the table. 


“It’s not anything that amazing. We’re just neighbors, playmates since 
elementary school.” 


“If that’s not being a childhood friend, | don’t Rnow what else is!! 
Apologize to all the childhood friend characters in the world!!” 


“What’s with you getting all riled up?” 
Kawanami answered me with a really calm voice, sipping the barley tea. 


What’s going on!? You’re making it sound like I’m the weird one. Am | the 
weird one!? 


“Childhood friends...? | think | used to be called that...” 


“Don’t sound like you’re a hermit of a protagonist who used to be 
legendary.” 


“But well, aren’t childhood friends supposed to be those who are still on 
good terms? We’re just called childhood friends by our friends because we 
got assigned to the same class in elementary school.” 


“You two still appear to be on good terms.” 


“Both she and | are somehow very sociable. You know? What they call 
being sociable is just grouping those who aren’t that sociable together such 
that they look to be on good terms.” 


| couldn’t help but agree with his logic that’s so casual yet so close to the 
truth. By this logic, | had zero communication skills. 


“So in other words, you two were on good terms in the past, but now 
you're strayed away? That’s quite a cliche in another sense...” 


“Don’t call someone else’s life a cliche. More importantly, she and | now 
are so distant from each other, mere words won't be enough to describe it.” 


“So far, and you’re physically neighbors?” 

“Yeah.” 

“That’s Hell you’re in now.” 

“Isn't it?” 

| understood that this guy’s predicament was eerily similar to mine. 


“...But if Pm not mistaken, didn’t you say that you and Minami-san were 
‘in the same cram school during middle school’?” 


“Pm not lying you know? She and | were in the same cram school, and 
neighbors starting in elementary school.” 


A narrative trick huh? Don’t include such things in normal conversations, 
you.” 


“|..Ah whatever, I’m not going to pursue the matter anyway.” 


“But | want to know more about your side. How far have you progressed 
with Irido-san?” 


“Show some concern for me already!!” 

Kawanami leered away like a stalker. 

“Why, don’t say that. They say you have to repay for a meal and a night, 
SO can’t you just satisfy my curiosity a little?” 


“You're checking out my face for weakness or something?” 
“Pll even check out your palms and feet.” 
“You're just a sicko.” 


“So did you see her breasts? What color are the nipples?” 


“Like hell I'll say that!! And I’m definitely not telling you even if | see 
them!!” 


“Heh[]? So intel on lrido-san’s breasts are limited only to you?” 
“Alright just take it as that...” 


“Hmm[] | see.” 


Kawanami showed a long, meaningful smile. | had a bad feeling about it, 
and he suddenly raised his voice. 


“Irido told me ‘Yume’s breasts belong to me’! 
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At that moment, BAM BAM BAM!! | heard loud noises from behind. 
...Eh? Wait. 

Covered in cold sweat, | looked towards my grinning classmate. 
“Ah, forgot to mention, the walls of this apartment are really thin.” 
YOU SHOULD HAVE SAID SO!! 


A continual series of terrifying slams could be heard from the wall behind 
him. This sure is some kind of Rabedon (that won’t appear in a romance 
movie). 


“Y-Yume-chan Yume-chan! Stop stop stop! The wall’s going to break if you 
continue to do that!!” 


| thought | heard the wild cries of a beast, and then, my smartphone 
signaled away as LINE messages kept coming in. 


“Hentai.” 
“Hentai.” 
“Hentai.” 
“Hentai.” 


| guess she’s too lazy to switch to kanji and add in some exclamation 
marks or something. Well, these were more frequent than the spam mails | 
got. 


| immediately switched off the phone. 

And with a frostier stare, | stared at the guy who was laughing before me. 
“|..Kawanami.” 

“Hiii hii, hii, hihahahahahah!!” 

“Where’s your room, you bastard?” 

“Hiii hihihihi...... hih?” 


Kawanami's smile froze. 


Mizuto lrido’s never going to cry himself to sleep. 


Tit for tat. Repay double the damage | suffered. That’s how | was raised, 
through various kinds of books. 
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—’My future dream, by Kogure Kawanami. | dream of becoming a police 
officer. A strong powerful police officer, so that | can protect Akatsuki- 
chan’—” 


“YYYYAAAAAMMMMMMEEEEERRRRRRROOOOOOOO!!!!” 
“(BAM DONG KLING THUMP DOINK DOINK!!)” 
“Wai, stop stop Akatsuki-san!! It just cracked! The wall just cracked! 


|? 


| did a little search through Kawanami’s room, and found something of a 
black history. | guess this elementary school essay’s probably written at an 
age when he woke up to his feelings. Seemed like he never doubted that he 
would have taken Minami-san as ‘his bride’. Even | started to shiver when | 
imagined him reading such a thing to everyone in class.” 


“Kaaaaawaaaannnaammniii! | told you to throw away that thing! ! Now Yume- 


“It’s not my fault here!!?” 


|? 


“It’s all because you started with that weird joke you bastard! 
“Shut up you idiot!!” 

Kawanami, tied up by the cords, was engaged in a verbal spat with 
Minami-san over the wall. 

This guy’s always giving a meaningful smile, watching the world burn, but 
| never thought he would go crazy with the energetic Minami-san to this 
extent. 

| looked down at Kawanami, whose hands and legs were tied, and smiled, 

“Say Kawanami...you two are still on good terms now, right?” 


“Didn’t you know of the saying, don’t do unto others what you don’t 
want done unto you?” 


“Pot, meet kettle.” 


As to be expected of me, | mastered all the arts pertaining to the black 
history. Guess | didn’t waste my time hounded by my past for no reason. | 
didn’t want this power to begin with...(Shivers) 


“Hmm, wonder if ll dig up something a little more interesting.” 


“You're not done yet!? You’re a total sadist aren’t you Irido!? You look all 
obedient and such and yet you like to bully others!? What’s with you!?” 


| rolled the bound Kawanami into the living room, and entered his room 
once again. 


Scattered on his bed was a set of striped pajamas, his bookshelf 
contained manga, and the game console cords were in a mess. | guess it’s a 
room of an ordinary high school boy. 


| went to the laptop placed on the table, and instinctively opened it. 
Guess it’s only in sleep mode, and | logged onto the desktop without having 
to type a password. Hey, you’re way too careless for someone who invited 
others to your place. 


| wanted to search for some folder with erotic pictures, but | spotted a 
line of words. 


“A diary?” 


It’s a folder titled such. | guessed he had a diary on his computer. That’s 
so unlike him. 


Guess it’s too private...or so | had a moment of conscience, but | changed 
my mind once | saw the last update, which was several months ago. 


Hahaaa? Some half baked habit again? | thought he wouldn’t have 
written anything important, so | double clicked on the folder. 


The words written in plain font entered my eyes. 


“October 13th. If anyone is reading this diary, | probably am not alive 
on this planet anymore.” 


It’s my first time in real life seeing someone start off a diary entry like 
that. 


He’s still yapping away in the living room next door, still alive and kicking 
on this planet at least. My curiosity was piqued at that moment, and | 
looked at the following text. 


“October 14th. | have a nightmare that Akatsuki’s washing my body. | 
won'’t lose.” 


“October 15th. | don’t feel so good. Got diarrhea here. My stomach’s 
been rumbling all day long.” 


“October 16th. | got a bald patch. Think | can disguise it with a change 
of hairstyle.” 


“October 17th. Coughed out blood for the first time. Wanted to go to 
the hospital, but Akatsuki found me.” 


“October 18th. Tired, grounded, and my head hurts.” 
“October 19th. | can’t do anything. She’s not letting me do anything.” 


“October 20th. Can’t take it. Saaaaaavveeeeeeeeeeeeeeee 
meeeeeeee.” 


| closed the file. Let’s pretend | didn’t see it. 
| should be a little kinder to Kogure Kawanami, so | thought. 
In the blink of an eye, it was night. 


Kawanami’s parents really didn’t return home, so we had to go out for 
dinner. According to him, there’s a family restaurant he often visited. 
“There’s only frozen food in the fridge. | usually eat them, but | can’t be 
serving them to a guest.” 


For some reason, the night streets had an isekai mood to it. It’s like 
there’s a different filter layer from the usual scenes. Maybe | was being more 
sensitive to it since | don’t go out at night. 


We passed by the bar billboards lights, and | said, 
“Your parents really return home late.” 


“It’s Japan, the country infamous for its black companies. That’s how it 
feels anyway.” 


Kawanami shrugged as we passed the shadows formed by the streets. 


“Seriously, | was really impressed when you told me that you wanted to 
stay over at my place because you wanted your parents to have some alone 
time. Didn’t think there would be such amazing young people in Japan 
these days.” 


“How old are you anyway?” 
“Stopped counting past 10.” 
“How bad at math are you?” 
Kawanami cackled. 


Some things were understandable if that guy really has no family at home 
since young, that it’s a daily occurrence. It'll be weird if he didn’t get along 
well with a neighbor of the same age in such an environment. 

It’s basically—a sibling-like relationship. 


... This guy and Minami-san were more like stepsiblings than Yume and 
me. 


“Table for two?” 
“Yes.” 
“There are two empty seats there. Please, over there.” 


It’s a little late for dinner time, but the family restaurant remained 
bustling as it’s catered towards families. It’s a miracle that we got two 
empty seats. We followed the waiter towards the empty seats by the 
window. 
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The four of us echoed in unison. 


We were ushered to our seats, and seated at the next table were Yume 
and Minami-san. 


“Guh!” Minami-san gave a look of regret. 


“What dinner time are you talking about at this family restaurant that 
sells cheap stuff? You’re just going to order Milano Doria anyway.” 


“What’s bad about Milano Doria!? It’s cheap and delicious! And you’re 
going to order pizza even though it’s bad for your body!” 

“What’s bad about pizza!? It’s cheap, delicious, and can be shared.” 

Kawanami and Minami-san immediately started their verbal scuffle, and | 
bluntly stated what I thought, 

“Obviously it feels like ‘you two often show up together’...as to be 
expected of childhood friends.” 

“Childhood friends!? Like hell we are!!”” 

“You two are doing this on purpose, aren’t you?” 


On a side note, such a reaction should be more typical of those who were 
mistaken for couples? Why such a reaction when I called them childhood 
friends? 


Kawanami slumped onto a chair by the alley unwillingly, and | too had no 
choice but to take the chair by the wall. Thus, | ended up sitting next to 
Yume, and Kawanami sat next to Minami-san. | thought that if they weren’t 


willing, we could have switched places, but this Kawanami probably was 
being cautious in his own weird way. 


We have to pay attention to the attacks coming up close and personal, so | 
thought as | looked towards Yume next to me, and found her looking 
around, fidgeting about anxiously. 


“...[f you need the toilet, it’s next to the drinks bar, you know?” 


“That’s not it! No-not at all...! It’s just my first time visiting a family 
restaurant with a friend.” 


“Hah, as to be expected of a high school rookie.” 
“| already said I’m not one.” 


“Doesn’t sound convincing at all from you when it’s your first time at a 
family restaurant.” 


“What? You never had such chances too, right? You don’t have friends 
after all.” 


“| don’t have the kind of experience with family restaurants Kawanami 
has though.” 


“Oi oi those are some outrageous words to tonight’s host.” 


It’s the first time in my life that | saw a menu, and | chose a rather cheap 
pasta, along with a drink from the bar. 


| talked about the drinks bar as a matter of fact, but to be honest, | only 
knew of that thing, and to be honest, it’s my first time ordering for myself. 
Free flow of drinks for 200 yen? That sounds amazing. 


“Oi Irido. Get a drink for me.” 
“Why am | the gopher now? You go instead, pleb.” 


“Why am | suddenly belittled here? I’m saying that I'll watch your stuff, so 
help me get some drinks here.” 


“Ahh, | see.” 
“So, together with Irido-san.” 
“No, why?” 


“See, you've never used the drinks bar before, right? Can’t you have her 
teach you? Hands on.” 


Kawanami gave a perverted smirk, and next to him, Minami-san’s giving 
the ‘absolutely disgusting’ stare. 


Can’t you go since you’re experienced with it? | was about to refute, but | 
heard a voice next to me. 


“Heh[]? | see? You’ve never used one before? Even though you’re in high 
school? Hmmm...” 


“,..Oi, little stepsister, what’s with that really annoying stare of yours.” 


“It’s rare to see a high schooler who has never used a drink bar at a family 
restaurant, you Rnow? You haven’t visited with a friend before? Too bad, 
shall | teach you?” 


She’s getting all giddy just because of a stupid drink bar? 
| had enough, stood up, and declared. 

“,..P1l show you what a real drinks bar is like.” 

“Then show me.” 

“What’s this? The start of a cooking battle?” 


Minami-san tilted her head; Yume and | went towards the drinks bar like 
warriors. 


Cola, orange juice, soda, tea, iced coffee, there were all kinds of 
beverages. No matter which button you press, the outcome will remain the 
same...that’s the feeling | got when facing this simple structure before me. 
Just as | like it. 


“How about some iced coffee..” 
“Really? Is that all?” 


| put my cup at the ice coffee slot, and was about to press the button 
when Yume made a really troubled voice. She shrugged and shook her head, 
as though she was deliberately acting disappointed in me. 


“Goodness...| guess you don’t know. Rookies these days...” 
“What...? You’re not going to press a button and fill it with drinks?” 
“Pll demonstrate to you what they call a bar drink etiquette!” 


Yume put the cup on her hand, placed it under the melon soda, and filled 
a third of the cup with green liquid. She then filled another third of it with 


orange juice, and finally added soda, as though she was going to blend the 
green and yellow together. The terrifying color bubbled as though it was 
churning in the intestines, and the flowing demonic river was formed. 


“The correct way to use this self-service drink station...is to personally 
blend your own concoction!” 


“...Whaa...” 


| shivered in cold sweat as | stared at the liquid that was a byproduct of 
some science experiment gone wrong.’ 


Are all high schoolers in the world raised by such monstrosity? Are they 
monsters who grow stronger after eating some industrial waste or 
something? 


“Now then, try it yourself. Mix it as you please.” 

“Hmmm...” 

| frowned towards the drinks station. | didn’t like soda, so that’s out... 
“_..First, some tea.” 

Hy” 

“And then some grape juice.” 

“Hmm?” 

“Finally, some orange juice, and done.” 

“You serious! ?” 

She’s doubting my mental state? Rude. 


“It’s just something similar to Russian tea. You know what that is, don’t 
you? The type where you add jam to tea.” 


“How rude, of course | Rnow that! But yeah, now that you mention it, | 
think it does make sense...” 


You're quite the suspicious one. 
We returned to our seats with juice in hands. 


“Pfft!” And once Minami-san and Kawanami saw us return with our mixed 
drinks, they burst out laughing. 


“So-so-sorry Yume-chan...!” 


Minami-san cupped her tummy as she shivered away, and Yume looked 
nonplussed. 


“The ‘etiquette of blending your own drinks’ | told you...that was a 
joke...!” 


‘eset: 


“Puuahhhh!! Ahahahahahahahaha!! I-l didn’t think you would take it for 
real....!! KuRuRukuRuRuku!!” 


Minami-san was sprawled on the table laughing, and Yume, who was 
taken for a fool, was completely beetroot due to the shame. 


What? Was it just a joke from Minami-san? No wonder | found it weird. 
Didn’t think she would believe such an obvious lie. 


Kawanami too burst out laughing as he pointed at this Russian tea-like 
drink in my hand. 


“Bffahahahahahahaha!! Somehow you two actually took this stupid joke 
for real! Bfftt, you two are really siblings, siblings!! Bffahahahahaha!!” 


“THE HELL YOU LAUGHING AT, YOU CHILDHOOD FRIENDS!!?”” 


We protested with blushing faces, overwhelmed with shame and 
humiliation, probably because the childhood friends pairing were laughing 
out loud in tears as though it was really funny. 


“Erm...may you please be a little quiet...?” Both of them continued to 
laugh until a staff member of the family restaurant came to coax them. 


“Ughhh{][]...my stomach’s still growling...” 


We were on our way back after dinner. Minami-san was next to Yume, 
giggling away as the memory of the prior incident remained fresh. 


“You somehow managed to finish that demonic drink.” 
“It’s not good to waste food after all...” 
“You're really serious[] That’s what | like about you, Yume-chan[]!!” 


Minami-san hopped about as she latched herself onto Yume’s neck. “Yes 
yes” Yume continued to hold onto Minami-san as she answered back, and 
led her away. 


| continued to hold onto my rumbling stomach while watching this scene 
between girls before me. 


Kawanami spoke up behind me. 

“Is it better if | do the same thing?” 

“You do that and your shirt gets dyed in the chaos from my abyss...” 
“Pve no idea what you’re saying, but | get your point.” 

Kawanami in turn took a few steps back. Good decision. 


“| just had a feeling that you and Irido-san aren’t familiar with the outside 
stuff, but | didn’t think it’d be that bad.” 


“Novels don’t teach us how to use a drinks bar.” 


Until recently, ’ve been wondering, what kind of bar was a drinks bar 
they often depicted in the books. 


“Kukuku. Looks like | can use this little tidbit. What shall | pull off next 
time...” 


“Oi you happy jerk.” 

Won’t get fooled again! 

“Oiiii! Irrritidoo-kRRunl” 

My left shoulder suddenly felt a lot heavier. Minami-san moved away from 
Yume before | realized it, and latched onto my elbow. 


“| heard from Yume-chan that you’re good at modern language, right? | 
guess it’s fate. Save me will you[] see, it’s going to be midterms soon.” 


What’s going on? Why so passionate out of a sudden? You sure you 
don’t want to latch onto Yume? 


Minami-san might have realized what | was thinking, for she grinned 
away, her peace signs twitching like scissors. 


“(The night’s still long after all. I’m playing it cool now).” 


| saw Yume glance towards us not too far away, giving a pout. Ah, | see.. 
She’s not just a monster of communication, she’s capable of tactics. 


On the other side, Kawanami muttered away in a meaningful manner. 
3) 


“(Say, are you really the jealous one?) 


Minami-san directed her hostile glare at Kawanami, who was giving a 
poised smirk. Can’t you two just argue without me being the middleman? 


After a few words, Yume was increasingly isolated. Ah seriously, seems 
like | don’t have a choice here. 


“,..1o0o bad Minami-san, | don’t think you can take inspiration from my 
modern language studying methods.” 


“Ehhh??? Whhhhyyyy[]?” 
“Read 1 novel a day, all 365 days a year...can you do it?” 
“Woahh, | can’t!” 


“| don’t really have a special studying method. She’s better at teaching 
than me.” 


| pointed forward towards her, who was excluded. She noticed that | was 
pointing at her, “Eh, ah?” and started panicking for some reason. 


“M-me?2” 
“Yes you. You're more suited for this task, since you’re a hard worker.” 


Yume looked around for quite a while, as though she was looking for 
something, and started ruffling her hair to misdirect us or something. 


“H-huh...looks like you know your place after all. Yep, that’s right. I'll 
guide you through your homework. A lot better than that guy anyway.” 


“Ahh, | don’t study hard, unlike you. | go by intuition on how to score 
points, so | can’t really teach.” 


“What are you saying now. Will you die if you don’t annoy me!?” 
Truth hurts. Any problems? 


| was about to dismiss the insults as nothing, but Minami-san, still 
latching onto my arm, and her cheeks trembled up close. 

“Y-you're really amazing, Irido-kun...you’re using me to score points... 
have to respect that even as the enemy...” 


| didn’t Rnow what she’s impressed about. | really was the type to go by 
intuition after all. 


Akatsukis: “Waaahhh[]! | didn’t get to see Yume-chan’s naked body[]! 
| wanted to enjoy it to my heart’s content[]!” — 22:32 


Yume: “No, that’s because, your eyes look rather perverted, Akatsuki- 
san...” — 22:32 

K_KOGURE: “Good decision Irido-san! She looks like a school kid, but 
she’s more like an old uncle inside. A real perverted loli!” — 22:33 

Akatsukisx: “lll remember this Kawanami” — 22:33 

Minami-san fired away several chopper emoticons. “Ugh...!” Kawanami 


laid on the bed and waved his phone at me, shivering as he made strange 
noises. 


3) 
! 


We returned from the restaurants, took our baths (of course, we took 
turns), and | opened my textbooks and notes on the low table in his 
bedroom. 


There were blinking notifications from the phone that was put aside. 
Minami-san created a LINE group chat when we reached back, going all 
nonsense with a “here’s a live broadcast of my lovey-dovey life with Yume- 
chan”. Well, at the very least, | would pay attention to the chat from time to 
time, just to keep watch over her and stop her from going crazy. | guess her 
self-defense instincts were decent though. 


Akatsukisx: “Why aren’t you talking, lrido-kun?” — 22:38 

K_KOGURE: “He’s revising. Didn’t he just boast that he scores points 
on intuition? This is boring!” — 22:38 

Akatsukixs: “Ahh? You aren’t studying, Kawanami? We’re studying and 
chatting on LINE.” — 22:39 

K_KOGURE: “Here we go again.” — 22:39 

Akatsukis*: “No I’m serious.” — 22:39 

Yume: “Kawanami-kun, you may be careless thinking that there is 


more than a week till the exams, but our school is a little different. Think 
of how difficult it is to get into this school.” — 22:40 


if 3) 


Kawanami stared at the phone in silence, and then quickly got off the 
bed. 


He then gingerly turned his head towards me. 

“veewedS it that bad?” 

“It’s that bad.” 

| flipped through my textbook while answering immediately. 


“It’s bad enough that | have to start revising before the exams even 
though | say that | go by intuition.” 


“,..Really?” 
“Really.” 


| realized that empathetically right after entering this school, when | 
browsed through the textbooks assigned to us. It really is a prep school. 


“Kawanami. You know a lot of people right? You probably heard from our 
seniors how difficult our exams are.” 


“More or less, | think....uuuugoooooohhh...! I’m still in the honeymoon 


| understood that. It’s been less than two months since we were realized 
from the hellish exams. We really couldn’t bring ourselves to enter that hell 
again. 

“Well, we don’t have to study this hard if we’re just going for average 
scores.” 

“Hmmm? Then why are you studying so hard? That’s so unlike you.” 

“Of course, that’s because...” 

| looked towards the LINE app. 

“|..There’s someone | just don’t want to lose to.” 


| actually experienced the taste of defeat during the entrance exams, and 
| couldn’t allow myself to fall behind her. 


There’s a rumor that the exams results would be pasted along with the 
rankings on the corridor. This time, I'll definitely take the crown she had 
never let go of thus far. 


“...You two are really amazing.” 


Kawanami suddenly muttered for some reason, and | lifted my face from 
the textbooks. 


“| really can’t fight head on like you. Sure, | can pretend to understand, 
pull a fast one, but that’s it. | really can’t go all out and clash head on.” 


“als that so?” 
| pretended not to hear what he said completely, and answered, 
“Just from today’s results, aren’t you two more motivated than usual?” 


“No, well, you’ll probably understand if you paid attention to how we 
acted today. You'll know if you’ve seen everything between us...both of us 
appear to be hiding it really well, and we aren’t fighting so openly like you 
two. We know that’s very tiring to begin with.” 


“..That’s...because you two are adaptable enough.” 


To me, Kogure Kawanami was a comrade who experienced similar 
circumstances. 


But this was the only difference between us, if | had to say so. 
“Pd say that the flexibility you two have is something to be admired.” 


If we had their ability to adapt like them...our relationship wouldn’t have 
ended up like this. 


Kawanami gave a somewhat cynical smile. 

“This is what they mean by grass is greener on the other side huh?” 
“Not bad. Some language revision while we’re at it.” 

“Good fortune follows upon disaster.” 


Kawanami got off the bed, rummaged through his bag, and frisked the 
textbooks. 


“| should work hard at least. Now that | think about it, | want to score 
better than that Minami.” 


“You get it? I'll cheer you on. Ganbare.” 
“No no no teach me your ways, o potential userpor of top rank.” 


And just like that, we spent the night fulfilling our obligations as 
students. 


That Kawanami was asleep on the bed. 

It’s just lam, and surprisingly, he couldn’t stay up. 

| already finished my planned study session for the day, but it wasn’t the 
time where | would feel sleepy, since | was a night owl to begin with. 

It’s vexing to hear a guy’s snoring, so | left for the living room. 

The dim living room looked a little hazy due to the moonlight shining 
through the veranda. 


| turned towards the veranda, and saw the night, the starry sky that 
seemingly stretched to the ends of the world. So | say, but it’s just the night 
sky that | can see from the apartment. Seeing this from a tall place was a 
rather new experience for me however, since | grew up in a detached house. 


| was captivated by the night, and opened the sliding window connected 
to the veranda. 

The cool night breeze grazed my neck. It’s May, right in the middle of 
spring. The passing spring breeze was refreshing and yet not chilly, really 
comfortable. 

| borrowed the sandals that were placed by the side, and went to the 
railing. 

Written at the sides of the veranda were white boards with the words 
‘break in case of emergency’. To my left was Minami-san’s room...the room 
she was sleeping in. 


They said the wall’s thin, and given the setup, | could easily get over if | 
really wanted to. 


So | said, but it’s not everyday | get a chance to break the wall. 
| put my hands on the railing, and stared into the night. 


The endless sea of lights extended beyond the arms, severed by the 
shadows of the hills, and dispersed in the skies once again. 


The stars felt a lot closer than usual, and they were unexpectedly pretty. 
Maybe it’s just because | never actually stared at the stars for real though. | 
never once opened the windows to look into the night, even when SNS 
messages tell me to look at some super moon or some blood moon. 


If | had to mention about my own astrology experience...yes. 


It’s the night of the school trip back then... 
“_Wow...” 

Right at that moment. 

| heard a familiar voice. 

| turned to the left. 

In other words, in the direction of Minami-san’s house. 
ary |i Rata 

Our eyes met. 

|, and her, beyond the white partition. 


Yume lrido noticed my presence, averted her eyes somewhat awkwardly, 
and seemed to mutter something. 

Hm. 

“Is it that embarrassing that a high school kid was going all ‘wow...’ at a 
starry night?” 


|? 


“Don’t say that if you know 
She buried her face onto the railing, her face red like a heating oven. 


It was a childish hoodie with some ears, bear or whatever it was, so 
childish that it’s indescribably childish. Her hair was tied with two white 
scrunchies, dangling before her chest like she was just out of the bath. 





Hmmmm. 


“| guess it’s embarrassing to you that a high school kid is wearing cute 
animal pajamas.” 


|? 


“Adding insult to injury! You devil! Demonic little stepbrother 

| told you I’m the older stepsibling, little stepsister. 

“Uuuu[]...!” Yume shivered as she remained prone, and | gave a saintly, 
poised smile as | consoled her. 

“Well, don’t mind. | guess you built up too much stress from living under 
the same roof as me who’s of the same age as you. | get it, | get it. You want 
to use this chance to relieve some stress.” 


“Can you stop it? Your sympathy just feels so evil...ARatsuki-san forced 
me to wear this pajamas...” 

“It’s fine it’s fine. | think it’s cute (baka mitai)” 

“| heard that! Don’t think I'll be happy just because you’re calling me a 
cute girl!” 

“| Rnow that. That’s why I’m saying it, right?.” 


|? 


“Not to mention, you’re horrible 


| was in complete control, probably because she couldn’t ready herself for 
a counterattack. Well, | guess I’m in the bonus stage now. Let’s see how 
many karma points | can get. 


a YOUtOO. 


While | was pondering about how | should rub it in, Yume lifted her 
somewhat red face, and glanced aside at me. 


“What are you doing, spacing out alone at the veranda? Feeling like a 
mastermind looking down at the night streets? Are you a chuuni or 
something?” 


“| can’t say that | don’t have this thought outright, but | don’t think it’s 
that serious. Don’t look down on chuunis...” 


Chuuni, the moment | mentioned this term, | recalled what | was 
thinking, spacing out here. 


Yume looked at me in surprise, “...ah.” and blurted out as she turned 
back to look at the night sky. 


And then, her lips formed a faint smile as she said, 
“—The moon sure is pretty (tsuki ga kirei dana).” 
“,.<Guhh.” 

My face twitched...she’s sharp in such useless situations. 
Yume turned her eyes towards me, and smiled impishly. 


“You still remember [] []? About what happened during school camp. 
Decent memory, huh?” 


“Grrr...right back at you. Didn’t think you would remember what | said. | 
guess that in terms of memory, you're...” 


“H-how could | have forgotten?” 


Appearing on Yume’s lips was a fleeting smile akin to the dazzling stars, 
and my breath was taken away. 


Her thin fingers reached past the thin partition, and slowly extended to 
my face... 


—Before they suddenly turned away and reached for my hand. 
“Mathematical Goodbye” 


“That was the book you were holding back then. | remember it clearly 
because | like that book too. Do thank Hiroshi Mori-sensei properly.” 


ere ...Ah, yes.” 


| ineceat folate the starry sky, averting from her eyes, and held up my 
face with my hand. It’s just me resisting weakly since | didn’t intend to show 
how rattled | was, but the smile on Yume’s face became more ostentatious. 


“Is it that embarrassing that a high school kid still holds an insignificant 
memory dating back to middle school?” 


“..Yes yes yes, it is. Congrats on the comeback.” 
“You really aren’t cute at all.” 
Yume put her chin on her folded arms resting on the railing. 


| didn’t Rnow whether it’s because she’s hunched over, or because of the 
teddy bear pajamas, but she looked a lot more childish before. Yes, just like 
the past, when Yume Ayai was still a kid. 


She asked while maintaining the same posture. 

“What if I tell you—that was the moment when | fell for you?” 

| looked towards Yume’s sidelong face, and she too sideeyed towards me. 
She didn’t seem like she was teasing me. 


“,..Nothing at all. Even if that’s the case, how does it change things 
now?” 


“| guess so...and in fact, | did not actually like you back then.” 
“Back then?” 
“You heard nothing.” 


Yume covered her mouth, and averted her eyes. | guessed she said too 
much, and wanted to retort, but it seemed inappropriate, so | went back to 
what we were talking about. 


“Why are we talking about this now?” 


“Nothing...just, after seeing Akatsuki-san...1 got a feeling that maybe, 
there’s some that will sink in after a long time.” 


“Sink in after a long time...huh?” 

It’s true that there was some kind of bond between Kawanami and 
Minami-san...but if | mentioned that, they’ll probably retort with something 
like “with this guy!?”, so | should phrase that differently. There’s a certain 
know-how shared between them. 

—Both of us appear to be hiding it really well. 


This relationship was possible because of their adaptability, and also the 
mutual understanding they had since childhood. The long time meant that 
they could understand each other well, and know when not to cross the 
line, when to pull the distance, and thus look like they’re on good terms. 


It’s impossible to do this in a mere year and a half. 


But even so, there wouldn’t be any obvious change, even with the two 
months and so before we actually started dating. 


“,..Say, even if we don’t count the two months that didn’t exist.” 


| murmured, and Yume moved her cheeks to her arms as she turned to 
look at me. 


“We can spend as much time together as we want to—assuming dad and 
Yuni-san don’t divorce, that is.” 


“,..Do you think there is a possibility of them divorcing?” 
“| can’t imagine so.” 


We might feel a little uneasy if they were so lovey-dovey that it blinds 
us...in other words, just as we were. Well, they’re adults after all, and | felt 
that both dad and Yuni-san would keep an appropriate distance, and 
maintain a good relationship. Objectively looking at this, they'll spend a 
long time together. 


In other words, Yume and | might be stepsiblings forever. 
“...This is annoying, isn’t it?” 

“It is.” 

This might last a lifetime, and it’s not a joking matter. 


...But, if we spent enough time together...maybe we could end up like 
Kawanami and Minami-san, act like we’re doing well...and don’t have to 
bicker every single time. 


Then, how would | put it— 

“—Feeling lonely?” 

| looked aside, and saw Yume smiling with her cheeks still on her arms. 
“| can scold you however you want if you’re feeling lonely[]?” 


“There’s no rivalry to speak of here. | have no intention of getting scolded 
by you.” 


“Youl[] stupid[] shitty] otaku{]” 

“...Say, YOU.” 

| stared at Yume’s somewhat dazed expression. 
“You're about to sleep, right?” 


Yume affirmed with a muffled voice. 


“Don’t fall asleep on the veranda. | can’t get over there. | don’t care if you 
become a frozen zombie there.” 


“Pll have fabrics of your clothes on my fingertips before then[]” 
“You're saying such terrifying things while half-asleep!?” 


| pushed back Yume’s hands that were about to become a curse. The 
baby-like hands were a little warm, and if this really Rept up, she might 
actually fall asleep there. 


| wanted to flick her forehead or something to wake her up. But before 
then, there’s something | wanted to be certain about. 


Her eyes were a little droopy, on the verge of being slaughtered by the 
sleep demon. | supposed that would be the first time in my life that | could 
get her most sincere answer. 


| turned my eyes to the starry sky that was different yet similar from two 
years ago, and murmured a question, 


“,..Are you happy?” 


| guessed that for her, it’s the first time she got to experience living over 
at a friend’s place. 


She squealed about, had fun, and studied together. She experienced 
everything an ordinary student commonly would. 


| wondered if she was happy that she could do something she never 
could two years ago. 


Yume did not look up into the stars, and opened her mouth as she looked 
at me. 


And then, 
“...Thank you.” 


| turned my eyes to Yume once again, and picked up the lost item from 
two years ago. 


“Don’t mention it.” 


| then reached my hand out to flick at her forehead. 

The distance between us was a lot closer than it was two years ago. 

But this partition clearly divided us. 

—Well, the partition between us could be broken in times of emergency. 
| made a wish to the starry sky that was not exactly pretty. 


| prayed that the day | would have to break the partition would never 
arrive. 


® 


The next morning, | left Kawanami’s place after having troubled him, and 
returned to home sweet home. 


It seemed Yume wanted to stick around at Minami-san’s place for a little 
longer, so | went home alone, and opened the door to the entrance. 


Uh oh, | had a bad feeling once | took off my shoes. Should | have said 
tadaima? It’s rare to have people at home whenever | returned, so | didn’t 
really have this habit. 


Well, forget about it. There’s no significance in declaring that I’m home... 
so, leaving my little mistake aside, | opened the door to the living room. 


Mizuto Irido made the biggest mistake in his life. 
“Ahhh® Mine-kun, is it delicious[]?” 

“It is, Yuni-san. Can | have another mouth?” 

“You greedy fellow® here, ahhh[]” 

| slowly closed the door. 

| hastily turned my back on the door, and shivered. 
...Wh-what in the world... 

| saw it. 

| actually saw it. 

A middle aged man! 

My parents! 


Acting like a middle school couple!! 
Those two were flirting so indecently-—-——— ne 


| couldn’t see them reacting to me in the living room behind me. It 
seemed they only had eyes for each other, and didn’t notice that | was back 
home. 


...l immediately sent Yume a LINE message. 


“This is an emergency. Dad and Yuni-san are in a dire situation. Get 
back home ASAP” 


Within 10 minutes or so, Yume dashed through the entrance. 

“What happened to them!?” 

“Shhhhhh!!!” 

| put my finger in front of my lips to shush her, and silently pointed at the 
living room. 

con 

Yume looked mystified, opened the living room door as normal, 

And she immediately closed it. 

She turned around immediately, and covered her face with her hands. 


And like me, she shivered all over. 
Yep. | Rnew this would happen. 
“Wh-what did you just show me...!” 

Since we’re family, | thought we should share our family intel.” 
“You just want to pull someone down with you, right...!?” 
Well, you can say that. 


We knelt down before the living room, and discreetly started our family 
meeting. 


nothing’s going on before us!?” 


“It’s like us with our charade as good siblings. Those two are acting like 
reliable parents.” 


“| can’t find such a couple in high school nowadays! | remember those 
two just started this year—” 


“Shut up. Don’t say it. | really have the urge to puke.” 
“,..What do we do?” 

“,..Pretend that we saw nothing?” 

“,..Okay, let’s do that—” 

And right when we had a common consensus. 

The living room door behind us was opened. 

We turned around in fear. 


There was a beaming smile on Yuni-san’s face that was a little immature 
for a middle aged person. 


“Did both of you...see it?” 

We wanted to pretend so. 

So we tried, but we just inadvertently averted our eyes. 

An awkward atmosphere filled the space, and at that moment. 
Yuni-san’s young face suddenly contorted. 
“SO-SORRRRRREEEEETHUOUOOE!!!” 

For some reason, she started bawling with her hands covering her face. 


As her children, both of us were stunned and at a loss when faced with 
the sight of a bawling mother. 


“I-| actually wanted to be a capable mother, so | kept working hard... 


WAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHGAO OOOO!” 
She said she’s not acting her age, but that’s no different from usual. 


The sight of our parents bawling was as awkward as them flirting around. 
It’s a brand new discovery. 


Yume and | immediately got up in unison to console Yuni-san, trying to 
escape this situation. 


“l-it’s fine! You don’t have to cry! | think being young is good!” 


“Yes mom! It’s not that you aren’t acting your age, but that you’re just 
being young! | think that’s a good thing, yes!” 


“..Really...2” 

Her swollen eyes gave us quizzing looks, and we had to nod away. 
“| see...young...? It’s true that people often call me young...” 
“Right!? Right!?” 

“Then, is it fine for us to flirt around...in front of you two?” 

We averted our eyes. 


“WWWWWWAAAAAAAAHHHHG!! MINE-KUNQQO0!!! OUR KIDS ARE 
WORRIED ABOUT USQQQUUUL!!!” 


Yuni-san ran back to the living room, leapt into dad’s clutches, and 
continued to cry. Dad’s showing a super awkward smile as he gently 
consoled the wailing Yuni-san, patting her back. 


It’s said that throughout history, children take after their parents. 


We didn’t Rnow how we would end up in the future, but in any case, we 
didn’t want to end up like that. 


sbtbod After having seen this, we didn’t think there was a possibility of them 
divorcing, but why exactly did it feel different? 


Chapter 5 


The ex-couple Contest each 
other 


(Don’t take me as an idiot!!) 


| can say now that | was young and foolish, but | had an existence called a 
boyfriend between my second and third years of middle school. 


That guy, he’s aloof, never cared about his appearance, and also hopeless 
at sports. He’s a sad existence of a guy, but for some reason, his brain was 
the only outstanding part about him. 


He’s not exactly the most attentive in class, often sleeping or just reading 
his own book, doing whatever he wanted, but for some reason, his grades 
were often at the top. For that reason, he was often stared at by the 
teachers like a delinquent, even though he had little presence. 


| would say I’m definitely not the smart one, but over the year and a half 
when we were lovers, | never won against him. 


Despite that, | always won in maths, my best subject by the slimmest of 
margins. Tragically, | couldn’t hope to beat him in the other subjects, 
especially modern language. 


It’s something | would grit my teeth about, but back then, | always 
giggled away...whenever we cross-checked our answers in a corner of the 
library, | would go “Wow, that’s really amazing” whenever | Rnew it was my 
loss, like a bar hostess praising a guy to high heavens. 


Of course, | didn’t have any mastery of social skills back then, so though 
it sounded terrifying, | really was sincere. | really wanted to ask the me back 
then if | had any regrets. Did | have a shred of dignity? Probably not. | was 
just a good-for-nothing who was heads-over-heels. 


My defeatist attitude never was healed even into high school, but there 
was once, just once, when the meek and gloomy Yume Ayai was 
overwhelmed with the desire to win. 


It was the second year of our middle school, the end of term exams 
during the first semester—In other words, right before summer vacation. 


That was right before my, no, our ‘encounter’. 


A student’s duty is to study, not to chit-chat with friends, not to fool 
around with boyfriends. Studying was the raison d’etre of a school. Thus, 
even at school, | hardly had anyone | would talk to. Nothing wrong since I’m 
just going to school to study. What, you got a problem? 


’m a bookworm. 


| used to be someone who went to school for the purpose of studying. 
Actually, | did nothing but study at school. 


And this me was very adept at maths. 


The reason as to why | was good at it was just because | found those 
intellectual characters in mystery novels to be very cool. That’s all that is, 
but | never lost to anyone in maths exams. 


—It was the one thing | was proud of in this school. 

But, during my second year, the first semester mid-terms, 

| experienced the taste of defeat in math for the first time in my life. 
From a boy called Mizuto Irido who was from my class. 


He’s the same kind of person as I was, a boy without friends. He did try to 
reach out to help me a few times, probably because he sensed a kindred 
spirit. | really was grateful, but let’s call a spade a spade. 


My insignificant pride would not allow me to lose to someone similar to 
me, in my own specialty. 


I'll definitely win next time. 
That might be the first time in my life that | felt rebellious. 


| reduced my sleeping time for the upcoming end-of-terms, and devoted 
more time into studying. 


| did everything to beat Mizuto lrido, fighting for even a single point, not 
wanting to make a single mistake. 


And so—l| had the top score in class. 
This meant that | beat Mizuto Irido. 


| received the teacher’s praise and the answer sheet, and tried to act 
nonchalant as | 


How about it? | won. There’s no way I'll keep losing in math. 
So | thought as | looked over at him— 
—And was met with an inattentive look to the air above. 


lrido-kun didn’t seem to have heard the teacher praising me, and merely 
looked outside, disinterested. 


| felt that | was cooled off. 

...Did | misunderstand something? | just assumed that we’re kindred 
spirits, just because he’s the same kind of person as me, unable to blend 
into the class, and that he would be curious about me, just as | was about 
him. 

He probably didn’t know that | was good at math either. Seriously, what 
was | looking forward to exactly...? 

| felt hollow. 

—Either way, | was playing on my own. 

So summer vacation came, and I came to the school library aimlessly. 

And it was there where | ‘encountered’ him. 

—You like mystery novels too? 


lrido-kun asked when he took a book from the tall bookshop, and 
actually, | wasn’t really surprised. 


| already knew, for a long time, that he was always reading at his seat, 
and knew that some were mystery books. 


So he might have misunderstood. 


But the trap God laid to bind him and me wasn’t that conversation in 
particular. 


He then muttered, and clearly did not intend to let me hear so, and that 
was the real trap laid out for us. 


—...Ahh, | see, so that’s why your maths grades are so good? 
That little murmur stabbed through my heart. 
| didn’t know how he associated mystery novels with maths. 


| just ended up liking maths because | admired characters from those 
stories, and there’s no way he would have realized so just from a single 


book. 
But even so, even so, my ears clearly heard so. 


There was a tinge of unhappiness lingering deep within his words, and 
that was caught on by me. 


—Ahhhh. 
| wasn’t just getting competitive on my own. 
He was acting nonchalant...but he was actually paying attention to me. 


He acted calm and poised, looking distant, but he might be a bigger sore 
loser than | was, and liked to act tough— 


...Goodness me, he’s not doing it on purpose right? 


What’s with that chirarism? Can you be any more obvious with your 
regrets? Shouldn’t you hide your feelings a little more? Why are you so open 
about it that | can hear what you’re thinking. 


Of course | got a misunderstanding because of what you said. 


That was how | had a misunderstanding, that | was the only one paying 
attention to you, and you were the only one paying attention to me. If 
you're doing that on purpose, you’re a scumbag for cheating a girl’s heart. If 
not, you’re just a natural scumbag of a thief, aren’t you? 


That’s why...because of those words, | devoted myself to that first love in 
my life. 


o 


The sound of the mechanical pencil racing upon the notebook echoed 
throughout the quiet space. 


It’s a self-study room separated by screens, allowing for improved 
concentration. There usually wouldn’t be that many people around, but this 
was the one period where the rooms were packed full. 


The mid-terms were right around the corner. 


If it were an ordinary high school, there would be some who would try to 
relax, going on, “Great [], now we have the time to play[]” since club 
activities were suspended But this school’s different. 


It’s a prep school. 


| was an idiot who enrolled in this school for the idiotic reason of ‘not 
wanting to enrol in the same high school as my boyfriend’, but that aside, 
everyone here’s great at studies. To them, the mid-terms was a battlefield to 
reign supreme, and obviously, it’s not going to be as easy as pulling an all- 
nighter and acing the exams. 


| was the same. 


No...actually, | probably desired to take the top rank of our mid-terms, 
more than anyone else. 


The school’s about to close soon, and people were starting to pack their 
bags and go home. 


| too felt that it was time to go home, and the moment | put the pencil 
into the box, | heard a voice behind me. 

“Yume-chan, let’s go home[]P” 

| turned around to find three of my class friends, led by ARatsuki-san. 

| hardly ever talked about studies with everyone, but studying until the 
school closes became our default state during the revision period. Everyone 
usually act obedient, but we’re all rather serious about this since our class 
has the high scorers during the exams. Except for that guy. 

| hurriedly cleared up, and left the study room with Akatsuki-san and 
everyone else. 

We passed the corridor, changed our shoes, and started chatting away 
on our way back. For us, this after school time was one of the few breather 
moments we had, given that we had to study, study and study before the 
exams. Even then, nobody had time to watch TV or SNS (and I sealed up my 
phone completely). Naturally then, our conversations would normally be 
concerned with the exams. 

“Ahh[{] ’'m not confident about these exams at all[]. What happens if | 
fail[]?” 

“You're aiming for the top rank, aren’t you, lrido-chan?” 

“Well, | want to do well.” 


| suppressed the tension | had, answering so. 


“So cool[] I’m okay with just scoring above average.” 

“You aren’t ambitious at all! Just aim for the top if you’re going to 
study[]!” 

“No no no, Irido-chan’s going to be top after all[]” 

| responded to their laughter, while sensing my face tense up. 

Yes, it’s a given that | would be the top ranked. 

After all, | am the top ranking genius girl, Yume Irido. 

| had a feeling Akatsuki-san was glancing at me. 


And right when | sensed her stare, clap clap, she tried to disperse the 
mood. 


“Let’s talk about our plans after the exams instead! That’s more likely to 
cheer us up, right[]?” 


“Ohh! Sounds good!” 
“Alrighty, where are we going?” 
| basked myself in that genial mood, and accepted their invitation. 


“?m back[]” 


| went my separate way from Akatsuki-san and the others, entered my 
house, and tensed up once again. 


Got to hurry back to my room, get changed, and study... 


Maybe | should prepare some coffee before entering my room. So | 
thought as | entered the living room. 


And then, | saw my little stepbrother lying on the sofa, reading. 

..-Huh? 

| started to doubt my eyes. 

It’s the exam period, right...? Why’s this guy looking relaxed and lazy!? I- 


“,..You sure your studies are fine?” 


| hissed and asked, and Mizuto answered without looking up from his 
book. 


“Pm almost done. Just need to make sure that | don’t forget what | 
revised on the day of the exams.” 


Done? It’s possible to be done with exam revisions? 
H-how annoying[]...! 


This guy’s always been like this. He hardly spends time revising before the 
exams, and | guess he can be called a genius. He’s completely different from 
me, who’s always ensuring that | have time to study. 


| exerted all my disgust in my words as | spat back, 

“,..And that’s why you lost to me.” 

“What did you say?” 

“Nothing.” 

My motivation would run out if | continued to talk with this guy. 
| was about to brew coffee and head back, 

“There’s something I’m more concerned with nowadays.” 
Mizuto suddenly said, and | narrowed my eyes. 

“,..What? It’s about some new work?” 

“First rank.” 

Mizuto got up from the sofa, and gave me a mischievous smile. 
“How does it feel like, sitting on that throne?” 

... see. So that’s how it is. 

My eyes met Mizuto’s, clashing head on. 

“Too bad, that’s my personal throne.” 

“Then prepare yourself for the second rank next time.” 

| coldly snorted, and looked away. 

“,..Come and try. It’s most likely a waste of efforts.” 

| then turned away, and left the living room. 

... Seriously, he’s a bold one. 


You're the first one to challenge me head on. 


| focused my entire time on studying. 


| got up early in the morning to study, spent the rest time in school 
studying, used the library and study room after school, and after school, 
returned home, locked myself in the room, scrambling away. | sealed all the 
books into a box, and locked them away in the storage, all to reject all 
temptation. 


| would hurry back to my desk after my meals and bath, and only go to 
sleep reluctantly once | got too sleepy and was lapsing in concentration. 
Such days continued on. 


“—Yume! Chopsticks!” 
“Ahh.” 


Once | heard mom’s voice, | frantically gripped the chopsticks that were 
about to fall out. 


lt happened during dinner. 
| guessed | nearly fell asleep while eating. That was close, got to buck up. 
Uncle Mineaki showed a worried look. 


“...You appear to have worked hard. Studies are important, but your 
efforts will be for naught if you exert yourself and end up unable to perform 
during your exams, Yume-chan.” 


“No, I’m fine. I'm staying within my limits.” 
“That’s good if that’s the case...” 

| gave a superficial smile. 

Exerting myself? Of course | was. 


| wasn’t really the type to be top ranked in our year, but even so, | wanted 
this position. Of course | had to exert myself. It’s a matter of fact. 


Mizuto was seated opposite me, giving an inscrutable look. 


After dinner, | took a bath immediately to keep myself awake, messily 
dried my hair, put on my pajamas, and left the changing room. Come on, it’s 
time to study for the night. 


| resisted the urge to stretch my back, and went for the stairs. 

Mizuto was seated there, as though he had been waiting. 

“Looks like you’re really tired.” 

His inscrutable eyes stared intently at me. 

And at this point, | didn’t have the strength to bother with him. 

| didn’t look at him in the eyes, and the moment | intended to pass him 
by. 

Mizuto stood up, and blocked me. 

“Is getting first that important?” 

| couldn’t look back at the stare that was directed at me up close. 


| put in effort to act tough, to fight the odds. | had to put in all my efforts 
on my studies... 


“,..[t’s very important...” 

And that’s why | couldn’t just brush this matter off. 

| felt angsty, threatened, in turmoil, and these emotions trickled from my 
lips. 

“After all, | am who | am now because I’m the top ranked student...” 

My personality changed. 

| became more sociable. 

But even then, | too had my limits. 


Ultimately, | was just charging head on. | was always weak, inapt at 
talking, and unable to make friends. | had somewhat changed myself 
consciously, but i could not instantly become competent. 


That was why | had to add value to myself. 


| needed this value that would allow me to be forgiven for being 
somewhat clumsy, unsociable, and then more. 


The role of an honor student. 


That’s why | need this added value that would be most effective in this 
prep school. 


“You definitely don’t know...those uppity people who live on without a 
care to those around them won’t know.” 


| had a feeling | said something | shouldn’t have, but maybe it’s because | 
was tired. 


But to me, expending any energy on my regrets would be a waste. 
| passed Mizuto by, and went up the stairs. 

| had to study. 

“Well, that’s true.” 

| had a feeling there was a murmur behind me. 


And then, the first day of the mid-terms arrived. 
“Everyone, please keep your pencil cases in your bags[]” 


| looked at the answer script that was flipped down, and repeatedly 
muttered what | revised. 


First day, first subject, modern language. 


As a bookworm myself, | wouldn’t say that | was bad at this subject; on 
the contrary even, | was really good at it. But—l so happened to have a really 
tough opponent this time. 


| turned my attention to the one behind me. 
Seated there was my younger stepbrother. 
His best subject was modern language. 


His rank for the national mock exams was was in the double digits—but 
that was when he never actually studied during middle school. He probably 
could be top ten after enduring the hell that was the high school periodic 
exams, or even get full marks. 


| had to ensure that my score did not differ too much from him if | 
wanted to prevent him from getting first overall. 


| couldn’t make a single mistake. 
“—Now then, let’s start.” 


Upon the teacher’s command, dozens of papers could be heard flipping 
inside the classroom. 


“»Nnnn{]...!” 


It was the first night of the exams. | was done estimating my marks on 
the question paper, and frowned due to regret. 


All my scores on the first day exceeded 90 marks. 


But | got 94 for my modern language. If he got full marks, | would end up 
6 points fewer, by my calculations. 


| lost two marks because of a simple kanji mistake...! I’m fighting to 
maintain an average over ninety marks, but this difference of six marks is 
too big... 


...But that’s assuming he got full marks. 

| teetered out of the room, keeping my footsteps quiet. 

| cautiously peeked at the living room again and again. 

Mizuto’s seated at the sofa, reading. 

In other words...nobody’s in his room now. 

He too might have written down answers on the question paper. 
| could then tell if he actually got full marks... 


...| might be getting a little carried away, but this isn’t despicable, right? 
Even if | know he didn’t get full marks, it’s not going to change mine. 


If | were found out however, | would be reproached by that horrible guy... 
alright, let’s check it out now while | have the chance. 


| returned to the second floor, stealthily opened the door to Mizuto’s 
room, and turned the knob shut. 


| switched on the lights, and appearing before my eyes was a really messy 
room with books all over the place. 


The bag he brought to school was lazily tossed onto the bed. 


Again and again | looked around the room, affirmed that he did not 
return to the room, and reached for that bag. 


| unfastened the bag, and immediately saw the white paper. 


This is it. 

The few question papers were messily stuffed into the bag...and as 
expected, the answers were recorded. 

| felt a little nervous, and pulled them out. 


...The most important one was the modern language. Did he get full 
marks...? 


| closed my eyes hard, prepared myself, and looked at the question paper. 
| compared the answers recorded on it with the one | brought along. 


...Frustratingly, he was correct. He easily got the correct answers, even 
though | got wrong, and did not leave any eraser mark. 


He was completely flawless until the big question at the end. 


It’s a ten mark question, a terrible question anyone would have lost 
marks at if they did not allocate their time properly. 


There’s a possibility of losing some marks, but at the very least, | did 
answer correctly. It’s really hard to imagine him actually having trouble with 
it, so | guess he got a hundred marks—I prepped myself for this, and looked 
to the left of the question paper— 


veseHe 

For a moment, | assumed | saw incorrectly. 

—But there was no answer. 

He did not write any answer on this last question. 

Was it so simple that he did not have to record it down...? N-nope, it 
seemed there were eraser marks. Did he erase the answer he wrote down? 
But why...? 

He was rather casual about erasing the marks, and the words could still 
be seen. | narrowed my eyes, and read that part. 

It was correct. 

He erased the correct answer. 

...Did he erase it because he thought it was not the correct answer? Did 
he lose time answering it...? Impossible! There’s no way this question could 
have stumped him when even | could! 


In that case. 

That was, 

“|..On, purpose......2” 

He deliberately erased the answer. 

He deliberately submitted a blank slip. 

This was the only explanation for this unnatural eraser mark... 

And by the time | realized it, my hands holding the question paper were 
shivering. 

| sensed a certain boiling thing filling my mind. 

| realized it. 

| noticed it. 

| understood—why did he do such a thing. 


—...It’s very important... 
—After all, |am who | am now because I’m the top ranked student... 


Was it because of me? 

Because | said those words!? 

“..Uu, uuuu...! Uuuuuuuuuuuu....!!” 

| couldn’t feel happy about that at all. 

And before | Rnew it, | stormed out of the room, and hurried down the 
stairs. 


| offhandedly shoved the living room door aside, and the guy on the sofa 
turned towards me in annoyance. 


“Wh-what’s with you making such noise...” 
“Don’t take me as an idiot!!!” 
| then threw the question paper onto him. 


Mizuto saw the paper, and then frowned. | clearly saw him giving a gaudy 
look as he frowned. 


Stop messing with me!! You challenged me so confidently!! You’re saying 
that I'll lose if it’s a head on challenge!? Don’t take me as an idiot!!” 


“Wa-wa-wait...what’s with this noise!? Yume!?” 


| heard my mom’s voice when she should be in the bath. It didn’t matter 
however, as | loomed towards Mizuto, who was on the sofa. 


“Do you think you're cool sacrificing yourself and all!? You’re not!! You’re 
just taking me as an idiot! You’re belitting me!! I’m not hoping that you'll do 
this at all—!!!” 

“Stttoooooopppp!! | don’t Rnow what’s going on, but stop!” 

| raised my right hand, about to give him a slap, only for my hand to be 
grabbed from behind. 


Mom grabbed me from behind with both hands. | kept struggling, but | 
couldn’t break free. 


“Hey, what’s going on!? What happened!? Tell mom!? M-Mizuto-kun, 
what’s—” 
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Mizuto stood up. 

He crumpled the question paper, and stared at me. 


“You'll be bothered if you don’t get first, right...? Isn’t that what you said? 
That’s why | let you win!! What’s wrong with that!! Can’t you just accept 
itl?” 

“Eh-ehhhh—!? You too, Mizuto-kun!? M-Mineaki-saaannnn!!! Come here a 
moment!!” 


Mom frantically dashed out of the room, Mizuto closed in on me, and 
grabbed my shoulders. 

“| don’t care if I’m not first in my year! You’re right! It! Doesn’t! Matter! 
How others look at me! That’s why | gave it to you! Anything weird about 
that!? Is there anything wrong with what | said!!?” 


“..Uuu, uuuuuuu...!!” 


None. 
There was nothing weird about what he said. 


It was mutually beneficial, a really logical decision that pieced together 
like a jigsaw. 


But. 

But. 

“alt’s weird...” 

My vision was blurry. 


| too knew that | was despicable, but there was a turbulent uneasiness in 
my heart, unable to be conveyed as words, just becoming tears that welled 
from my eyes. 


“It...doesn’t feel like something you'll do, Irido-kun...” 
The regrets | felt back then— 
The little peek into his competitive personality— 


...The Mizuto Irido | assumed | could connect emotionally was not 
supposed to be like this. 


“...Why, did you...” 


Mizuto looked anxious, and appeared to have something to say, only to 
swallow his words and let out a heavy sigh. 


And then, he stormed by me furiously. 
He didn’t say a word. 


He went behind me, and | heard the living room door open, along with 
the sound of him violently climbing the stairs. 


BAM! | heard a heavy thud from the second floor. 

| then looked down at the wooden floor, and left the room. 

“...¥-Yume? You alright[]...?” 

“What happened...? It’s rare to see you two bicker...” 

Mom and uncle Mineaki sounded worried, but | couldn’t answer their 
question properly. 

| went up the stairs silently, and returned to my room. 


And then, | collapsed onto the bed, like a puppet with its strings snapped. 
...What exactly was | hoping for at this point? 


Our hearts were connected, we understood each other, or so | thought, 
and it was simply me being delusional. Did | not realize it when | bickered 
with him over the past half year? 


My thinking that he was the only one who would face me on equal 
footing was simply weirder. 


Either way, | was just playing on my own. 

“_..Fine, so be it.” 

| had one fewer opponent then. 

That’s all. 

That’s simply the case. 

| should be happy about it. 

| secured first place. 

If | couldn’t, | wouldn’t be me. 

After all, everyone thought | should be doing this much. 
The next day. 

| never could revise as | went to sleep just like that. 


However, | did accumulate much fatigue. | was in peak condition, relieved 
from the lack of sleep. 

At the morning dining table, | didn’t say a word. 

Mizuto and | wordlessly stuffed the toast into our mouths, and mom and 
uncle Mineaki would glance at us with worried eyes from time to time, but 
we really couldn’t bring ourselves to act as normal after what happened the 
previous day. 

“lm full.” 

| finished breakfast, quickly cleaned up, and left for the corridor earlier 
than usual. 

The biggest enemy chose to fall behind. 


And | had my best subject, maths. 


| should be able to solidify my position as the top rank if | performed as 
usual. 


| put on my loafers at the corridor. 

Ittekimasu | wanted to say, but an unexpected voice interrupted me. 
“—You don’t have the right to decide how | do things.” 

My heart jolted. 

| looked back. 

| saw Mizuto in uniform, looking at me with his somewhat sleepy eyes. 
“And also, you shouldn’t let others decide on how you should be, right?” 
My heart jolted again once | heard this annoying voice. 

| felt as though | was seen through. 

As though | was completely laid bare. 


| couldn’t say anything significant as | was so anxious. Mizuto then went 
next to me slowly, and changed into his sneakers. 
He glanced aside at me, and reached his hand for the Rnob. 
And then, | noticed something. 
There were faint black rings under his eyes. 
“—Pll end your pitiful high school debut then, little stepsister.” 
He said that, and vanished beyond the corridor. 
And |, left behind, couldn’t figure out what happened. 
If there’s anything | was certain of, 
“,.. said I’m the older one, little stepbrother.” 


Someone like you has no right to decide for me. 


The teacher’s hands laid bare a massive piece of paper on the notice 
board. 


Only the top 50 of the mid-term rankings were shown. There were 
approximately two hundred students in a single school year, and the 
released names would account for 25% or so. It’s not exactly difficult to get 


ranked on it, and the noticeboard, being where the announcements were 
made, was completely crowded. 


| was right at the front of that crowd. 


The moment | went there, everyone made way for me. It’s proof of my 
mandate, that | should be the first to check my ranking. 


Since my biggest obstacle Mizuto had lost marks, | had no reason to 
worry about securing my rank. | estimated my score, and was sufficiently 
confident of it. All | had to do was to affirm if | never noticed any minor 
errors— 


The teacher pasting the paper moved away, and the rankings were 
revealed. 


And at that moment—the surrounding students caused a ruckus. 
And then, | nearly cried out in joy. 

For |saw my name next to ‘1st’. 

...But it was only half. 

Written next to it was my last name, 


“1st lrido, Mizuto 777 marks” 
“2nd lrido, Yume 774 marks” 


Such was written on the paper. 
The fact didn’t change no matter how many times | looked at it. 
I-l lost? 


Did he surpass me in the other subjects...after the advantage | had in 


“Seriously?” 

“The lrido siblings took top two...” 

“Amazing. That competition’s intense.” 

“Irido-san dropped to second so quickly...?” 
Strangely, | couldn’t hear the surrounding chatter. 


| looked to my right, and to my left, and saw that back slowly creep away. 
“So-sorry! Please let me through!” 

| pulled away from the crowd, and chased after the silhouette that was 
about to leave. 

| tapped his shoulder, and he turned around. 

His eyes caught sight of me. 

And his lips gave a sneering smile. 

“Yo, isn’t this the second in our year? Nice to meet you.” 

And this was the only time | ignored his wretched tone. 

| threw all the questions | had onto that dumb blank face of his. 


“Wh-why did you...! You were prepared to let me win, and then you 
turned the tables on me. The only way that could happen is if you studied 
hard...and in a single night...! That’s—” 


“...[t’s so unlike me, right?” 

| shut up. 

Mizuto’s sneer grew once he saw my reaction. 

“| already said so, didn’t I? I’m just wondering how it feels to be on your 
throne.” 

SeeEte 

“But | failed......it doesn’t feel good to be first in our year.” 


This guy. 

“Pm so envious of you, second place. You probably have it a lot easier 
than the first.” 

My little stepbrother, honored with first place, said so, and turned away. 

“Well, it is what it is...if you still want this position, work hard for the end 
of term exams then, honor student.” 

The ‘honor student’ part clearly sounded sarcastic. 


But, it really was ironic by itself. 


It meant that my position had changed. 
“Too bad, lrido-san{[]!” 


Suddenly, someone grabbed my shoulder from behind, and | turned 
around in shock. 


“Too bad you couldn’t get first with those scores! Irido-kun’s just too 
strong!” 


The tall, cool girl with a short haircut Maki Sakamizu-san appeared to be 
taking this result tougher than me. 


“There’s always someone better. | can’t catch up.” 


Nasuka Kanai-san, who had a bob cut, was slouching away while 
sounding like a kitten that had just woken up. 

“Enough already, you 45th! You’re ranked higher than me!” 

“Oh | see? Didn’t notice that. Thanks for telling.” 

“Grrrr!!! You Kyoto people drive me crazy!” 
H-huh!? What...? 


My mind was in complete chaos once | found myself getting along with 
my classmates like before. 


It was far from what | imagined. 
It was far from what | feared. 
If | couldn’t be first in our year...then, what would have happened...? 


The words and expressions used by my friends...didn’t change at all, even 
though | wasn’t top. 


Ahh, | see, so that’s how it is. 
I’m just, me. 


The one who bound myself to being first in our year, more than anyone 
else...was me after all. 


—You shouldn’t let others decide on how you should be, right 


| saw faint black rings under his eyes on the second morning of the 
exams. 


Definitely, that was because. 


Of that. 

Of this. 

“\.Ahbh...” 

| got down, and covered my face. 

The friends around me flusteredly comforted me on my back. 
“Ahhh, don’t cry, Irido-san!” 

“Second is amazing too! Yeah seriously 
No. 

I’m not crying. 


3) 
! 


I’m not regretting this. 

’m...not alone. 

’m not the only one thinking so. 

... How did you understand? 

How did you manage to get through to me? 


| thought | was the one mistaken, and I was sure | was just delusional. But 
at this point, at this point...even though | never said anything to you. 


... Youre the only one who would do this. 


Aren’t you the only weirdo who could sense my thoughts like an esper, 
when I’m bad at communicating, talking, and failing at sociability? 


If even you treated me like that, I... 
—How would | lived on with you? 
Hey. 

Tell me, what should | do? 


Hey... 


® 


The mid-terms ended, and a warm atmosphere returned to school. 


lt was after school, and | was headed to the library. Mizuto glanced aside 
at me. 


“...Why are you following me?” 


“What’s wrong with that? | removed my reading ban after exams ended. 
Just want to find some books.” 


“,..[.see.” 
That was a lie. 
In fact...erm, | just wanted to find the opportunity to apologize. 


Mizuto deliberately made a mistake, and | got angry on my own. It 
seemed like we settled this, but actually, neither he nor | apologized 
properly. In that case, wouldn’t the one apologizing first look more 
reasonable? 


There’s always a chance as long as we move together. That’s the only 
reason why | followed him, and definitely not because | want to be by his 
side. 


“...Oh, the lrido siblings.” 
“Eh? The ones who took first and second?” 
“Ohhh{[] those two...” 


Ever since the exam rankings, we got increased attention whenever we 
were together. 


| was already used to it, but Mizuto seemed really uncomfortable with it. 
Feels good. Enjoy the payback for taking first from me (though I’m just 
unhappy about losing first place to him in the first place). 


We arrived at the library, and Mizuto pointed a shelf deep inside. 
“The mystery novels are over there.” 
“Hmm. And what about there?” 


“Those are light novels. From the old classics to the latest ones, all Rinds 
of them...finally have interest?” 


“No way. Light novels don’t have mysteries.” 
“Seriously, I'll turn a blind eye if some Fujimi Mystery Bunko fan is to kill 


3) 


you. 


Mizuto went his separate way from me, who was headed for the mystery 
genre rack, and he went to the light novel section opposite the entrance. It 


seemed that recently, he’s been more interested in them. 


| scanned the spines laid on the bookshelf, up left to down right. Ehe[] 
quite a complete collection here. If only | had arrived sooner. 


| reached for a book | had never seen before, and poked my face out from 
the bookshelf, towards where Mizuto disappeared to. 


..How about | pretend to retreat while he’s choosing a book, and 
apologize? 

After all, he too was someone who would say something like, can you 
please say something that everyone else other than me can understand, and 
then go off tangent by saying something only | would understand. My 
apology might seem a little hasty, but it should be fine. 


Not a bad idea. Yep, let’s do it. 


| took the book, and approached the light novels rack where Mizuto was. 
He should be behind this rack, so | thought as | prepared to get around the 
rack. 


“—Wooohh!” 

“—Woaahh!” 

| heard weak cries from beyond the rack. 

And following that, the sounds of books falling onto the floor. 
Sorry, and Mizuto’s little mutter. 

Did Mizuto bump into someone? 

For some reason, my heart jumped. 

What’s going on? 

Deja vu. I’d been in this place before— 

| hastened my steps slightly, and peered behind the rest. 
There were bunkos with fancy covers, scattered onto the floor. 
A girl was frantically picking up those books. 

She was an unimpressive looking girl. 


For a moment, | thought it was the girl who was with Mizuto back then, 
during the aquarium date. | immediately realized then that she was a 
different person. 


Her hair was a short bob cut, no braids, and | didn’t know if it was 
because of her sleeping habits, or that she was always like that, but her 
hair’s puffing everywhere. She’s taller than the other girl by about 15cm or 
so, and Akatsuki-san will be envious to see this. 


More importantly, what convinced me that it was a different person...was 
the chest that was about to swallow the books in her clutches. 


...Th-they’re big... 


They had an overwhelming presence almost bursting the school sweater 
open. Akatsuki-san views my chest as an eyesore, but | really can’t compare 
to this girl. F...2 Maybe even G...? 


| was instinctively terrified of the massive chest that was probably only 
seen on a light novel cover. Mizuto picked up a book that was scattered on 
the floor. 


Tawahlss. 


That girl let out a somewhat timid voice, looked up at him, and 
immediately lowered her head. 


She’s definitely embarrassed. Well, of course. It’s always somewhat 
embarrassing to have one’s hobbies known— 


“—This series?” 

Eh? That girl lifted her head. 

Eh? | too looked at Mizuto. 

It was completely unplanned. 

It’s just the face of an otaku who found a kindred spirit. 
Mizuto lrido said. 

“You like it too?” 

And then, | noticed it. 


The moment God’s trap activated on someone other than me. 





Chapter 6 


The ex isn’t jealous 


(Thank you for being friends with 
Mizuto) 


What exactly are friends? 


| had a feeling that | would be dismissed as someone without friends if | 
asked so, but actually, | would say that | had zero experience. | never had 
interest in interacting with those around me, since elementary school to 
middle school to now, and only had some ‘acquaintances’ for the sake of 
survival, at most. 


Even Kogure Kawanami, who | started talking to from time to time since 
entering high school, was nothing more than a comrade, a compatriot, a 
fellow victim. He called me his friend, but | couldn’t say likewise. 


So, what are friends? 
What do | have to do to make friends? 


“Oho, is this a conversation of defining what friends are, Mizuto-kun? 
This topic is one of the few things this Isana Higashira is bad at.” 


The girl, Isana Higashira, said as she cupped her knees together on the 
floor, by the windowside air conditioning in the library. 


“It’s a question to define the line of friendship from interpersonal 
relationships, right? Do we call each other friends just by knowing each 
other’s names, or are we friends just from talking, or that we’re friends after 
exchanging LINE numbers? Isn’t this a really interesting topic!? Let’s get 
down to it then!” 


“Higashira, it’s the first time I’ve ever seen someone so agitated because 
of this topic. And what do you mean, get down to it?” 

“Well, think about it. Depending on how we define friends, maybe the 
ones who asked me about the progress of the work this morning can be 
considered one, you Rnow?” 


“Stop this wanton usage of the term friendship.” 


“When someone you're on good terms with becomes a bullying target, 
you can then say ‘he’s not my friend’. Wow, what a revolutionary 
discovery!” 


“Someone like you is never going to make friends!” 


| said this one thing | was certain about, even though | had zero clue on 
the proper definition of friendship, and Higashira put her stoic face on her 
cupped knees. 


“That’s what they call ironic, Mizuto-kun. You Rnow what a liar paradox is, 
right?” 

“| know. And by the way, | know what is probatio diabolica and Hempel’s 
ravens.” 

“Hiii, my buildup of philosophy got wiped out.” 

“Don’t try to get an advantage on me using Rnowledge you learned from 
light novels. So what happened to that self-proclaimed liar?” 


“If you say that | can’t make friends, then what makes you when you’re 
chatting with me like this, Mizuto-kun?” 


Higashira tilted her head as she looked towards me. 


“Well, this is what | want to ask. What do you think? What do | think 
about you? What do you think about me? So what is it actually?” 


“| think we’re friends? If you’re bullied, I’ll definitely be bullied with you, 
Mizuto-kun.” 


“Help me out here. You aren’t reliable at all.” 
“| can’t say | am.” 


Higashira shook her body from side to side as an expression, a 
replacement for her facial expression, and thought. 


Well, she declared that she wouldn’t pretend to be an outsider even 
when | were bullied, and would even share my pain. That’s friends, maybe? 


—Now then. 

| suppose | should start explaining. 

Who exactly is this girl who suddenly showed up and chatted with me. 
But really, at this point, there’s nothing to explain. It’s as Higashira said. 


lsana Higashira is my friend. 

But. 

She’s probably the one friend | got on best with in my entire life. 
| probably wouldn’t find a better friend than her. 

It’s probably the same for her. We definitely could conclude so. 


@ Mizuto 


| always frequented the library, and recently, I'd been visiting this place all 
the time. 


Whenever class ended, | naturally would move to the library. 
It’s usually quiet and empty after school. 


And as usual, there wasn’t anyone at the reading corner, just a 
bespectacled librarian at the service counter, reading silently. One had to 
wonder if the crowded library during the exam period was a dream, given 
the current situation. 


But when | said that it’s empty, it’s just on first glance from the entrance. 
| went to the other side, as the racks formed blind spots at the corners. 


There was an air-conditioning built together with the school building, by 
the windowside. There was a girl, basically protruding from the rack, sitting 
with her knees tucked in over there. 


She had the school loafers on the floor, her socks rolled up and stuffed in 
there, and sat there, bare footed. She put it next to the air-conditioning, her 
white toes twitching about. There might be a risk of seeing her panties if 
she sat there with her knees tucked while in a skirt, but she might be well 
experienced at this, and blocked the sight with her legs. 


She put her chin on her knees like a shriveled cat, and | could see from 
afar that she was reading a bunko. It’s obvious from the cover. It’s “The 
Disappearance of Haruhi Suzumiya”, a novel under the Kadokawa Sneaker 
imprint. 

“Yo Higashira. Haruhi today?” 


| talked to the barefooted girl, sana Higashira, as | sat down next to her. | 
really was bothered about the idea of sitting down like Higashira diid, onto 


the air-conditioning area that wasn’t meant to be sat on. 
“No, Mizuto-kun. It’s Nagato day today.” 
Higashira said as she flipped a page. 


“Right now, | want to be loved by a petite bespectacled maiden. Nagato 
in “Disappearance” is the cutest no matter how many times | read it. | want 
a girlfriend like her.” 


“Can’t you just wear glasses yourself?” 


“Haaa[]...goodness, you really don’t understand at all, Mizuto-kun. What 
you said is the same as telling a galge player to ‘print out a 3D model of 
yourself and make it a pretty girl’, you Rnow?” 


“| think there’s a surprising number of people who'll be happy with that.” 


“That is lamentable. Haven’t you thought of it before, Mizuto-kun? 
Haven’t you wanted a strong yet petite bespectacled girlfriend? I’m starting 
to doubt your personality.” 


“Stop doubting. | say, to you, anyone who doesn’t want a bespectacled 
girlfriend should be in a psych ward.” 


“That’s correct.” 
“Is that sox,’ 
Seems like it. 


If we’re talking bespectacled characters, the only one i could think of 
would be Minami-san in disguise, but if we’re adding on the fact that she 
has to be strong, it becomes another few. 


...Well, | would be lying if | said that | never wanted her. At the very least, | 
wouldn’t be deemed as a psychopath. 


“Anyway, | never heard you mention anything about moe characters, 
Mizuto-kun. You don’t have to be embarrassed, you know? You can tell me 
alone, like, your first crush is Asuna.” 


“First, 'm not embarrassed by it. Second, | never loved Asuna.” 

“Eh? Then Mikoto Misaka? So you have that too...?” 

“Why in the world do you think my first love is a light novel character!?” 
My first love is an ordinary 3D human! 


Well, at this point, it goes without saying that Isana Higashira’s a light 
novel reader. 


It’s rather uncommon for a girl to be such...actually, | wasn’t sure if that’s 
the case, but I never actually heard of a girl who was such an avid reader of 
light novels. 


| read about 10% of the hundred light novels published every month! So she 
declared (since for a student’s budget, 10 books would be a limit), and she 
got along with me quite well, since | read pretty much all genres. 


Combat, romcom, sci-fi, mysteries, light novels are basically a melting pot 
of various genres, so in a certain sense, she could keep up with my thought 
process since she doesn’t focus on a genre. 


Like, whenever | talk about Lovecraft, she would answer with “Nyarko”. 
When | talked about Osamu Dazai, she would answer with “Oregairu”. 


She’s completely different from a certain someone who could only talk 
about mystery. 


| only spent a few days with Higashira in this library, but since we had no 
other reading buddy around, we ended up reading together every day after 
school, or just talked about some unimportant stuff through the phone. 


As to why she continued to address me formally even though we’re on 
familiar terms— 


“Well, you see, isn’t it troublesome to address some people formally and other 
people normally? Isn’t it easier to just speak formally to everyone?” 


—I guess that’s why. 


She didn’t have that many people to talk with that she would find it a 
hassle, but she certainly was efficiency driven. Ah, so that’s how it is, but in 
hindsight, | wasn’t much different myself when that was my first thought 
after hearing that. 


We would basically greet each other, but my time with Higashira was 
mostly spent on silent reading. 


After all, private chatter in the library’s forbidden. Even though we were in 
the corner, we had to behave ourselves. 


We would occasionally show some interesting passages or illustrations, 
but we were basically two readers—or rather, two otakus—sitting together, 
that’s all. 


So we continued to read together silently, and the closing time loomed. 
“|. Ah, it’s that time again?” 


Heyo, Higashira continued to keep her Rnees tucked next to the air- 
conditioning, and reached her hands for the loafers and socks on the floor. 
But, 


“,..L. can’t do it. Yare yare, if only my breasts are a little smaller...” 
“Stop boasting.” 


Higashira had been sitting with her knees tucked in, and her breasts were 
viciously pressed down by her knees. | see, they’re certainly big enough for 
those self-proclaimed feminists to scoff at. It seemed she had exceptional 
confidence in her breasts, since she didn’t have anything else outstanding. 


“Mizuto-kun, please put on my shoes and socks.” 
“Again?” 

“Sorry then.” 

“You're getting addicted to this...?” 


She wriggled her bare feet, and | had no choice but to put on her socks 
and shoes. | felt like | was taking care of a kid, and according to her, it felt 
like she was taken care of by a butler, and she liked it. 


Her feet landed on the floor, which she had not stepped on for hours. 
“Let’s go home then[]” 

“Yeah.” 

She walked next to me, and left the library alongside me. 


After all, we would be headed in the same direction until halfway through, 
and | had become accustomed to accompanying her until then.” 


“Say, why did god create us to be attracted to busty pretty girls with an 
eye covered. Is this what they mean by a DNA security breach?” 


“Don’t count me in like that. I’ve never simped for them.” 
“You're kidding again[]!” 


“Stop it! Don’t cover your eye, you busty girl.” 


Higashira, who confessed to having a shocking G sized cup, tried 
covering an eye with her hand. She never hesitated in flaunting her own 
body for mischief. 


And right when we continued with this long endless conversation at the 
stairs. 


gee, |i Paat 

The two familiar looking people blurted out upon meeting us. 

A girl with long black hair, looking like an honor student, and a little 
animal-like girl with a ponytail. 

Yume lrido and Minami Akatsuki. 

“Ah, lrido-kun? Heading home now[]?” 


Minami-san approached me with light footsteps as she called out with a 
clear voice. 


“So you stayed at the library until now? ...Eh, the girl is...2” 


And Higashira, upon being noticed by Minami-san, immediately hid 
behind me. 


“l-it’s a riajuu under the sun...! A riajuu under the sun, Mizuto-Run...!” 


She acted like a squirrel terrified by a nemesis. Higashira’s not really short 
(she’s probably taller than 160cm), but she was acting more like a little 
animal than Minami-san. 


| could understand her feelings however, since | was more of a low profile 
guy myself. | ignored the fact that she grabbed me from behind, and said to 
Minami-san, 


“She’s Isana Higashira. Just met her recently, feels like we can get along. 
She’s from...class 3, right?” 


“Y-yes...class 1-3...” 


“Well, as you can see, she’s a really shy person, so please consider 
keeping your distance.” 


“,..An acquaintance you Rnow of recently? Heh[]...” 


Minami-san reached her neck behind my back, and Higashira went to my 
side to avoid her stare. Wait, isn’t that too rude? 


“It’s rare to have someone be so familiar with lrido-kun, you Rnow? Seems 
like you two are on good terms.” 


“Maybe.” 

“Have you introduced her to Yume-chan?” 

“Not exact—” 

| turned my eyes towards Yume, who watched us from afar. 

“ Hmmmmmi...” 

Yume fiddled with her hair, her eyes narrowed, and she turned her back. 
“\..Let’s hurry off, Aratsuki-san. School’s closing.” 
“Hm, ahh, yeah! See you tomorrow then, Irido-kun!” 

Minami-san hurried back towards Yume, and both of them left together. 


| saw their backs shrink, and Higashira finally poked her head from 
behind. 


“...You Rnow that pretty and unapproachable beauty, Mizuto-kun?” 
“She’s my little sister.” 

“Little sister?” 

“Stepsister.” 

“Step!?” 

What’s with the big reaction at that part?” 

“Awawawawa...a protagonist...we got a light novel protagonist here...” 
“| really find it a little hard to refute when | used to think so too...” 

How would her reaction be like if | told her that she was my ex. 
Higashira’s breathing was a little heavy, and she took a step towards me. 


“Please allow me to hear so. So, she’s your little sister, stepsister. A 
brocon?” 

“Don’t impose your twisted morals onto me. A little sister doesn’t 
necessarily mean a brocon.” 


“Really?” 


“Brocons are just fabled creatures. That’s stated on wikipedia too.” 
“Really!?” 

“Really?” 

| changed into my shoes while Higashira hastily checked on her phone. 
“There’s no such thing!” 


“The term itself has labels like ‘source?’ ‘citations?’ ‘where?’ ‘who?’. It just 
got deleted.” 


“That’s just the editor being delusional!” 


@ Yume @ 
My little stepbrother has a girlfriend. 


No, it’s supposed to be a painless thing. It’s really not something worth 
mentioning more than an ‘OIC’. For me though, it was groundbreaking. 


After all, it’s that guy, you know? 


That shady, sarcastic guy who would rather die than talk, always putting 
barriers against everything around him. He has a girlfriend? 


And. 
—l-it’s a riajuu under the sun...! A riajuu under the sun, Mizuto-kun...! 
She called him by his given name! 


You gotta be kidding!? It took me a week or so to address Akatsuki-san 
like that!...even | never managed to address him by name...! 


| never thought of it, until just now. 


| never thought there would be a girl who would be on such good terms 
with him. 


He might never interact fully with anyone, maybe forever, let alone fall in 
love...so | thought somewhere in my heart, being all conceited. 


“—Ahhh seriously!” 


My mind was in complete chaos, and | swung my fists hard onto the 
pillow. 


Why was | so anxious? Why was | being so restless? 


It felt like, | was being jealous, right? 


It’s like | had a big argument after saying something unnecessary, just like 
back then, which was the ignition resulting in our break up. 


| was unwilling to remember more of the past, and buried my face into 
the pillow. 


| don’t want... don’t want to repeat that experience again. 


If that happens, I-I’ll do something unnecessary again. Like, as though | 
didn’t regret my actions, didn’t reflect on it. 


I’m no longer the same as | was in middle school. 


The Yume Ayai who was always nitpicky about the minor stuff, weak yet 
strangely stubborn, always doing unnecessary stuff that ended up ruining 
everything no longer existed. 


So, 
“—Fuuuuuuu...haaaa—” 
| lifted my head, and took a deep breath again. 


| exhaled all the past that occupied my heart, and looked at myself who 
had changed myself for the better. 


| cooled my head, and cleared my thoughts. | felt as good as a phone with 
its storage completely cleaned out. My feelings that were in a mess until a 
while ago seemed to have gotten an answer, like a maths question. 


|, am, not, jealous. 

lam no longer his lover, and to me, he’s just an adopted family. 
Q.E.D. Case closed. 

“| Alright.” 

| established an Ellery Queen deduction, and got up from the bed. 


| swapped my uniform for my home clothes, combed my messy hair, and 
looked at the table. There were several novels unsealed due to the end of 
the exams. 


| picked up a book. It was a translation of a foreign mystery book, written 
by S.S.Van Dine. 


The third of Van Dine twenty rules. There must be no love interest, to 
avoid involvement of irrational emotions in logical deductions. 


@ Mizuto @ 
“Going to the library again today?” 
“Yeah.” 
“Hml[]. Let’s go then.” 


| was wondering why Yume suddenly looked for me after school, but 
once she said those words, she left the classroom with Minami-san and the 
others. 


| saw her leave, and narrowed my eyes. 

What’s with...this awkwardness? 

It’s not vitriolic at all, aloof even. 

Why didn’t | feel happy even after | had talked to her? 

“Ah? What now, Irido? Seems like you’ve been staring at Irido-san...or to 
be precise, glaring.” 


Kawanami immediately made a weird laugh, and stopped when | looked 
at him. 


Seriously, | would hope you’d ask her instead of me about what’s going 
on. 


...Well, whatever. It didn’t matter. We’ve been siblings for two months... 
she and | were probably getting used to our new environment. 


“Bye then Kawanami. Will be off to the library.” 


“Oho, | see you’ve been going to the library every day recently. Is it really 
fun over there?” 


“About as fun as your room.” 

“Don’t describe my room as if it’s a theme park!” 

Well, it is, if your black history is the main attraction. 

| offhandedly answered, and went down the already familiar corridor. 


| arrived at the light novel section that was at a corner of the library, and 
as expected, Isana Higashira was seated on the floor, by the air 


conditioning. 
“You're always early, Higashira.” 
“Of course. | don’t belong in the classroom.” 
“Sad. Well, looks like I'll accompany you again for today.” 
“Hehe[]P” 


Higashira twitched her body left and right, looking rather delighted. Her 
facial expression didn’t change though, not because she was not an 
emotional person, but that she did not train her facial muscles, so she said. 


| sat next to her, and we looked at the book covers laid out before us as 
we started with our usual chit-chat. 


We started from books, and onto recent affairs, so naturally, | thought of 
how Yume felt different. 


“..My little stepsister has been acting weird recently.” 
“The one | met yesterday? Weird, as in?” 


“She’s more aloof, or maybe not. She’s being more gentle than usual... 
but for some reason, | didn’t feel annoyed talking with her recently. She 
wouldn’t bicker with me, and | feel that I’ve been able to talk normally with 
her.” 


“| don’t understand. What’s bad about that?” 
“...You’re right.” 


Anyway, wait, how did | end up discussing this with Higashira...the last 
time | looked to someone for help, it was to Kawanami because of Minami- 
san, right? | got a feeling that the implications of this might be completely 
different. 


“Well to be honest, even if you do ask me about human relationships, | 
can only say a few words at most.” 


“Sorry for doing something so cruel...” 
“You make me sad!” 


Higashira bumped her shoulder onto me, expressing anger. | was about to 
nudge her shoulder back, and she pressed her entire body weight onto me. 
Oy, stop enjoying this. 


“Anyway, if you don’t want to discuss this with me, you can ask her, 
right? Why didn’t you do it?” 

“It’s a shame that | didn’t think of it at the time.” 

“You're always saying that. Surprisingly, are you an idiot, Mizuto-kun?” 

“What did you just say? How about you say your exam rankings.” 


“\..Th-that’s because the subjects I’m good at aren’t recognized in this 
school...owwiie!?” 


| poked at the temples of this poor performing student in this prep 
school, and thought. 


...Well, she’s right. As she said, | could have asked her. It’s one thing if | 
didn’t have the chance, but the scary thing was that she’s living under the 
same roof as me. 


Why exactly did | never think of raising this issue with her? 


Because | didn’t want to talk to her? Because | was on bad terms with 
her? 


In that case, | could have just left it be. | got along better with her 
compared to before. 


Logically, | should have ignored this singularity. 

“,.. feel you should go along with what you think. Follow your heart.” 

Higashira suddenly said so with tears in her eyes, 

“My heart?” 

“Ah, no, erm, | think I'll cause more trouble if someone like me gives 
advice! Sorry, please forget about—” 

“No, go ahead. It’ll be my responsibility if | don’t hear you out.” 


| let go of Higashira’s temple, and looked at her face. “Auu[]” she let out 
a groan, her eyes wavered around, and once she glanced at my eyes, she 
said. 

“..[sn’t there some form of standard in your eyes? Like, you hope for the 
world to be like this, that the world should be this standard?” 


“Yeah.” 


“And when that is under threat, well, if | have to put it, I'll get into battle 
mode straight away. I’m like a little animal whose territory is under threat... 
that’s why I’ve been told often that | can’t read the mood—” 


“Read the mood.” 


Higashira said something that was a bit off, but | immediately understood 
something the moment | heard those words. 


“Read the mood, huh...yeah, that’s it. ve been reading the mood 
whenever it comes to her.” 


“Mizuto-kun?” 
“Thanks Higashira...you really helped me out.” 
And, | stared at her eyes, and said, 


“Reading the mood is important, but you don’t have to do so in front of 
me, Higashira.” 

“Eh?” 

“Make use of those around you. It'll be a lot easier to let me handle the 
mood.” 


Depending on how close we are, there is an appropriate behavior 
required. 


We do need to read the mood if we’re friends, more or less, but it would 
be unlike to me read the mood when it comes to family, her. 


“...T-thank you, very much...” 
Higashira looked a little perturbed as she looked around, whispering so. 


@ Yume @ 
“Did your little brother get a girlfriend?” 


It was noon, on a rare clear day in the middle of June, and we were having 
lunch at the long bench in the garden when Nasuka-san, the sleepyface, 
suddenly asked this question. 


The chopsticks that stopped were not mine, but Maki-san’s, and her tall 
imposing body immediately went to Nasuka-san. 


“E-eh!? What’s going on what’s going on!? The brother got a girlfriend!? | 
wanna hear!” 


“Don’t get so close to me...no, well, | saw him walking home with a girl 
yesterday after school. She really[] looks like an honest one, so | guess she’s 
probably the type to get along with him. Just wondering if she’s the 
girlfriend.” 


“Ahh, Higashira-san? | met her before, you know.” 
Akatsuki-san joined our conversation while slurping the milk she bought. 


“They said they’re just ordinary friends, but is it really the case? They’re in 
different classes, but they meet every day. It’s really suspicious[]” 


“What kind of girl is she? Cute?” 


“She doesn’t look impressive on first glance, but | think she has potential 
to stand out. Her boobs are super big.” 


“Anyway Minami-chan, stop fixating at other people’s breasts.” 

“Pm really envious though! | want my shoulders to be heavy! Look how 
light they are!” 

Akatsuki-san huffed her shoulders repeatedly. Maki-san burst out 
laughing as she clapped away. 


Next to us, Nasuka-san finally moved her mouth away from the juice 
straw, and looked at me. 


“So what is it actually? His girlfriend?” 

| didn’t stop moving my chopsticks however. 
“Who Rnows? Maybe? I’m not too sure either.” 
“Hmm[]” 

Nasuka-san started drinking her juice again. 

Go me, | quietly thought. 


If it were the past me, | would surely look suspicious in words and deeds 
whenever such a situation happened. At this point, | could make a calm 
decision from a neutral standpoint. 


Full marks for me, given that we’ve been stepsiblings for a mere few 
months. 


Noon break ended, afternoon classes ended, and it was the end of 
school. AkRatsuki-san and | didn’t join any clubs after all, and we’re on our 
way home. 


Maki-san and Nasuka-san had joined the basketball and the competitive 
karuta clubs respectively, so we went our separate ways. 


The club Maki-san joined really befitted her image, but it was unexpected 
that Nasuka-san, the energy saver, would join one. According to her, 
“Drawing cards with the bare minimum actions suit my personality really 
well”.” 


| was also shocked that unlike her, ARatsuki-san didn’t join any clubs. So 
many sports clubs haggled for her, but she rejected them all. 


According to her, “it’s more important to go home with you, Yume-chan. 
That’s the hyperbole she said out of courtesy, but in fact, she didn’t like 
sports even though she was good at them. 


“You seem a lot more poised compared to before recently, Yume-chan.” 
Akatsuki-san suddenly jumped before me, and turned around. 


“You used to be a lot uptight before, but you seem to be more at ease 
recently.” 


“Really? But well, | think it’s because I’m used to my new life now, more 
or less. After all, it was a dramatic change.” 


“Ahh{[] | see[]” 


She lifted her head towards the somewhat dull yet clear skies covered in 
thin clouds, and took a step forward. 


“Well, | lige you as you are now, Yume-chan.” 

“Eh?” 

“You feel a little sisterly. I’m a lone child, and | always wanted an older 
sister!” 

...Older sister? Me? 

My lips betrayed a smile...I see, so this is how | seem to others. 

| felt happy, for there was some recognition of my growth.. 


“Thanks Akatsuki-san. Erm...you can discuss things with me if you got 
anything, you Rnow? You don’t have to worry about it.” 


| put on the airs of an older sister after | was egged on, and ARatsuki-san’s 
smile became brighter. 

“Yipppeee! | love you Yume onee-chan!” 
“Kya!l?” 
Akatsuki-san leaped onto me, and | frantically caught her. 
She jumped into my clutches, and started rubbing onto my cheek. 
“Ehehe[] Yume onee-chan, you smell nice...¥” 
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“Wait...! You’re overdoing it now 


| tried to slow down Akatsuki-san, who’s more enthusiastic than | 
thought. Akatsuki-san then giggled at me, and | too giggled. 


Ahh...so comfortable. 
It feels so good not to be embarrassed, anxious, gloomy because of him! 


| felt like | was finally free from the trap god laid two years ago. I’m a free 
bird. No matter what he said, | should be able to handle it unflinchingly. Ha! 


| bade farewell to Akatsuki-san, and skipped towards the entrance. 


Until yesterday, | needed to muster lots of courage just to pass the doors. 
There’s no need for that now. After all, he and | are living under the same 
roof, and he’s just an adopted family to me. 

Family by itself should provide solace, not to provide tension. 


| finally understood this after two months. Basically, | should ask him 
about Higashira as a family member. If they’re really dating, even though 
we're just stepsiblings, as his older sister, it’s obvious that | would be 
curious— 


“Welcome back.” 


And waiting at the entrance was a man who was my ideal come to life. 
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He had his hair combed neatly, he was finely dressed, and his lanky body 
was matched with intellectual looking glasses. 
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It was the nicely dressed Mizuto Irido, who | had met during our date a 
while back. 


“EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHE UL?” 


| was completely stupefied, as my heart couldn’t catch up with the 
sudden bliss that appeared before me, and (handsome) Mizuto suddenly 
walked towards me. 


NO NO NO NO DON’T DON’T DON’T DON’T DON’T COME HERE YOUR 
CLOTHES ARE TOO MUCH FOR ME!! 


The soft, long fingers reached for me, and | couldn’t help but freeze 
there. 


My right hand was caught, and | was yanked over. | lost balance, tumbled 
forward, and Mizuto’s face was up close. Eh, what’s going on? Did 
something happen? What will happen to me? What are you planning!? It’s 
the corridor...!? 


Thud. 

Mizuto’s fingers locked onto my wrist. 

This posture, yes...it’s like he’s checking my pulse. 
...No, it’s not, like... 


“A normal human pulse beats at about once per second...yours is 
obviously double that.” 


Mizuto showed a little smile on his lips, and said it while up close to me. 


“So, little stepsister. Are mere stepsiblings supposed to have their hearts 
race this much just because they see a different getup from usual?” 


eer rer 
It’s...exactly the same thing | did during Mother’s Day! 


l-l was careless...! It’s my fault for saying something like ‘involuntary 
muscle movement is not considered’...! 


| hastily racked my brain, thinking of an excuse for myself. 


“I-| was just a little shocked! Think about it, the heart beats faster when 
we're shocked, right?” 


“Shocked, huh{]...2” 
Mizuto then stared at me intently through those glasses. 


For some reason, | couldn’t look away. Ahhhhhhhhh the eyebrows are so 
long and the lips are so thin and the bridge is so high...! 


ead SO. 

“So?” 

* caswisaacoO UNTdINc existe 
| couldn’t handle it. 


| had to cover my face with my hands, and lower my head. He looked so 
handsome after all. It didn’t matter whether he’s my little stepbrother. | 
couldn’t control myself when it came to things | liked after all! 


“|.-Hey, shall we change the rules next time?” 
“How so?” 
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No tempting of the other through looks’. 
“Sure. We'll start from the next time though.” 
Mizuto cautiously emphasized, and pulled his distance from me. 


“So, that’s how it is, little sister. I’m doing this because | have something 
to say.” 


“,..What...2” 


| looked aside as | didn’t want to look at him in the eyes, and he clearly 
declared before me. 


“| really, can’t stand you, as you are now!” 


“Huh?” 


| couldn’t help but look back at Mizuto; his arms were folded, and he 
looked rather furious. 


“You look so calm and understanding, and | don’t feel angry talking to 
you now. You don’t jab at me, you’re not being nitpicky, and it’s like, you’re 
doing nothing to annoy me!” 


“Eh...ehhhhhhhhhhh...!?” 

Isn’t this a good thing...? 

Mizuto pointed his index finger at this confused me. 

“If there’s any change in your mental state, please discuss with me.” 
My heart jolted 


“A book | read recently says that it is a given that the little sister relies on 
the older brother.” 


| heard him grumble, and while dumbstruck, | burst out laughing. 


“Don’t tell me it’s from a light novel? A series featuring a heavy brocon of 
a little sister.” 


“Yeah, just like you.” 

...Ahh, yeah. 

I’m the little sister now? 

And—a big brocon? 

“| see...guess | have no choice now.” 


Strangely, | wasn’t rattled about it at all. | did actually convey my own 
thoughts honestly. 


But, 

“,..More importantly, | have a condition .” 

“What? You're rather arrogant for a little sister.” 
“Change your clothes.” 

| turned my head aside, moving Mizuto out of my sight. 
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at | can’t calm down when you're dressed like this...” 


“You done?” 
“Sure. Come in.” 


Once Mizuto was done changing, | entered his room. 


This messy room contained various books that the bookshelves could not 
hold, and seemed to be a doppelganger of him. One might say he spent his 
16 years living in these books. 


But appearing in my eyes were books filled with colorful illustrations... 
those were the books | didn’t know of, that Higashira-san did. 


Ugh, | felt something stabbed into my heart, and | could no longer ignore 
it. 


Mizuto’s sitting next to the bed. At this point, | really couldn’t muster the 
courage to sit next to him. | dragged the chair from under his desk, and sat 
on it. | didn’t look towards the bed, and instead, towards the desk that was 
not really tidied...maybe | should tidy his table later. 
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After that, | hesitated for a little moment, and added, 

*..-Onii-chan.” 

“What, little sister?” 

At this point, | was the little sister, and he’s the older brother. 

And that’s why this conversation, this stubbornness, was to be expected. 
“[m......jealous of Higashira-san.” 

| said those words easily, without hesitation, without stopping. 

Mizuto merely listened to me silently. 


“| only called you by your family name until the end, but she called you by 
you given name so quickly...so it’s like, | can’t accept this.” 


“But on second thought, | felt that there’s no reason to be jealous...” 
So | stopped. 

And then, | felt completely refreshed and relieved. 

But by doing this, | probably... 

“|..Hey, can |ask you something?” 

“What?” 


“You aren’t annoying me at all whenever we talk, and you’re not jabbing 
at me, you're not being nitpicky....what are you not used with.” 


“Who knows...but if | have to say.” 


The voice was a little deeper than usual, and eked out from his mouth like 
a water droplet. 


“,..Maybe it’s because | don’t want to take it that nothing happened. | 
don’t really Rnow though.” 


Abhh...yeah. 


You're different from me...you really can articulate things that are so 
intangible. 


The reason why | felt so relieved, so relaxed, was simply because | was 
willing to break away. 


That’s just a moment of happiness | had after discarding everything | had 
wholeheartedly devoted to. 


It’s...no, surely in the future, it’d become a regret for me. 


And at this point, you, who're in the same position as me, allowed me to 
realize this. 


“Hey, onii-chan?” 

| called him, half-jokingly to hide my own shame. 

“Even if we’re just ordinary stepsiblings who never dated...it’s fine for me 
to be jealous, right?” 

“No actually, a little sister being jealous of her brother’s friend is quite the 
disgusting idea, right?” |"! 

“Wait a minute!?” 

| immediately lost the pedestal | had, and hurriedly looked towards 
Mizuto, who gave a gentle, wry smile. 

“Don’t worry. You’re already disgusting as you are. | knew that two years 


ago.” 
| opened my mouth, wanting to say something, but | couldn’t. 
| turned my head aside once again, towards the top of the desk, and 


finally eked out a feeble voice. 


“,..Onii-chan, you’re disgusting.” 
“Oh, finally, something most appropriate from a little sister.” 


@ Mizuto @ 


The day after | got scolded furiously by my little stepsister over a 
misunderstanding that ‘a little sister is one who should always chide her 
older brother’. 


| went to the library as usual, and told Higashira about what happened, as 
a consultation. 


Of course, | Rept it vague that | used to have a relationship with Yume 
though. 


Higashira nodded away as she heard my explanation. 

“,..So, which contest are you going to submit this story under?” 
“It’s not a self-written light novel.” 

“Impossible...” 


Higashira covered her mouth in shock. There’s no expression on her face, 
but her gestures sure were animated. 


“So a brocon little sister...isn’t just some fabled creature...” 
“Well, it’s not listed in wikipedia though...” 

“Pm a little moved...I wish you two happiness...” 
“...Thanks.” 


| felt like | was nervous for nothing when she blessed us after hearing 
what happened. 

“But speaking of which, jealous of me...I guess there’s always something 
weird in life.” 

“Don’t make it sound like some phenomenon that can’t be explained 
with science. She's just belittling me, thinking that she’s the only person 
who would care about someone like me, so your entrance was very 
unexpected. She’s really rude.” 


“| see. I'd be jealous too if you suddenly have other friends, Mizuto-kun.” 


Hm? Speaking of which, | supposed she didn’t Rnow anything about 
Kawanami. 


...Well whatever, he’s just a self-proclaimed friend of mine. 


| remembered that she kicked my chair when | first met him. It ended like 
that, so well, Higashira might be overreacting, right? 


| couldn’t say that | didn’t understand her feelings, since she only called 
me by my family name when we dated, but well, isn’t she addressing 
Minami-san by given name? | don’t get her...what’s the difference between 
Kawanami and Higashira? 


So we continued reading as usual, and once the broadcast informed us 
that the school was closing, and we went to the school gates together. 


It was there where we were ambushed. 

“Ah, they’re here! Lookie look Yume-chan, they’re here!” 

Two girls were waiting for us near the school gates. 

It was without saying that they were Akatsuki Minami and Yume Irido. 

Higashira acted like a squirrel facing her nemesis. 

“Yaaa[]! lrido-kun and...Higashira-san? Right? We’ve been waiting.” 

The approaching Minami-san waved at us, and | was puzzled. 

“Waiting for us? Why?” 

“Why exactly? | don’t really know though. We were hanging around 
nearby after school, then Yume suggested to welcome you back.” 


| looked past Minami-san’s ponytail, and found Yume standing at the 
school gate. She glanced at me, and then approached us. 


The long black hair swayed as she walked, and she said with a smile, 
But not to me. 

She said these words to Higashira, who was behind me. 

“Nice to meet you, Higashira-san.” 

She went behind me, and said with a forceful tone. 


“Thank you for being friends with Mizuto. I’m his older stepsister, Yume 
lrido.” 


The air seemingly froze, and sparks could be heard flying. 


There was clear hostility in her smile, unlike the regal demeanour she 
usually showed. 


How hard is she taking the fact that Higashira’s addressing me by 
name...!? She’s a walking landmine of a woman! Goodness, | want to go 
back in time and change history! 


| froze in trepidation, and then Minami-san pointed her cellphone screen 
at me. Written on the notepad app was a line. 


“What did you do?” 
So | slid my finger on the phone in response. 
“Secret.” 


The phone was then jabbed into my flank. Th-this crazy woman never 
intended to get married with me in the first place...! 


And next to us, Yume continued to face Higashira, her hand reached out. 
Come on, who’s going to shake your hand? You’re clearly acting like you’re 
going to crush Higashira’s hand. 


Minami-san and | tensed up.. 


Higashira blinked, looked back and forth between Yume’s face and her 
hand, and seemed rather wary. She hardly interacted with anyone, and 
probably was terrified by Yume’s hostility— 


“Ah, yes, please take care of me.” 
—and she held the hand. 
|, Minami-san and Yume, we widened our eyes in shock. 


And Higashira just stared at the three of us while the mood got awkward. 
She seemed very incredulous. 


“Eh, e-erm, di-did | do anything weird...? So-sorry sorry...! ’'ve always been 
told since young that | can’t read the mood...!” 


“..-Erm[JHigashira-san? Can | ask you something?” 
Higashira looked a little apprehensive, and Minamisan asked cautiously. 


“What kind of existence is Irido-kun to you?” 

“Eh? A friend with a common interest.” 

And the one with the biggest response to the immediate reply was Yume. 
“. Ah...eh, oh? ...huh...l, see...” 


She started looking around, as though seeking a comrade, and looked 
down at the hand she was holding again, blushing. 


“E-erm, sorry! Please take care of me!” 
“Eh, ah, oRay...?” 


With both hands, Yume held a completely befuddled Higashira by the 
hand hand. 


...Hahaaaaa, | see. This would explain the ridiculous hostility shown 
towards Higashira. 


| understood immediately, only to see Minami-san giggling away, giving 
an annoying smile. 


“(She’s not into him at alll] this is funny.)” 


What’s funny about this anyway? Are you wooing me or looking down on 
me? Can you be clear about this? And you’re making it sound like | have a 
thing for Higashira. 


“E-erm, Mizuto-kun...wh-what is this situation? Can you explain to me...? 
l-l think Lam at my limit in terms of communication...” 


“Goodness me...” 

“H-huh!? You’re really explaining it!? Hey, wait...!” 

| pointed at my flustered little stepsister. 

“Higashira, the woman there...is wondering you’re interested in me.” 
“Wahhhhhh{]!? Mfffuuu!” 

You're noisy. Shut up. So | shoved my bag onto her face. 


“| already told her that you’re just my friend, but it doesn’t look like she 
believes me at all. Right now she’s calling my name in front of you, exerting 
dominance.” 


“You’re cruel lrido-kun...” 


Minami-san looked completely flabbergasted, but | had to explain 
anyway, since otherwise, Higashira wouldn’t understand our situation. 


Yume’s face was completely beetroot as she collapsed to the floor. Haaa, 
it’s your fault for agitating others, and more laughably, it didn’t work at all. 


Higashira looked left and right, completely nonplussed, and seemed to be 
digesting my words. 
“Me, towards Mizuto-kun...ehhh[]...?” 


“l-it is what it is! You two go home together every day! Anyone would 
have assumed so!” 


“| agree with this wholeheartedly! Anyone would have thought so! Even | 
felt the same!” 


Minami-san started to defend Yume, “mmmm” and Higashira gave her a 
troubled look, 


“Mizuto-kun, | guess it’s the second time in my life that | wish I’m a boy. 
Just to note that the first time was when | had my first period. | really wished 
back then that | would be iseRaied with a body that won’t bleed between 
my buttocks...” 
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oor Oy you two, hear that? Will any girl say such things to a guy she 


Yume and Minami-san exchanged awkward looks, and pondered for quite 
a while. Both of them then turned around in unison, lowering their heads 
towards Higashira. 
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Sorry to blame you for nothing. 
“Eh!? They’re apologizing to me, but why are they pulling their distance 
from me. M-Mizuto-kun! Am | being hated here!? I’m being hated right!?” 
“You're hated, yeah. Same here.” 
“Fuuueeeeeeeeeeehhhh[]UL]!! I'm sorrrrrryyyyy]UU!! Please don’t leave 
me behind] QU00L!!” 


Higashira approached me, looking all teary, and | consoled her while 
patting her. She seemed to be overly reliant on me, probably because | was 


her only friend. | felt very relieved to interact with her, since she felt like a 
large clingy dog. 
Yume and Minami-san gave us troubled looks, to me who patted 
Higashira on the head, and to Higashira who had her head patted. 
“...Yume-chan, interpersonal relationships are really tough.” 


“... think such interpersonal relationships might be a little too difficult.” 


@ Yume @ 

“Mizuto-kun, Mizuto-kun, which do you prefer, Nera or Bianca?” 

“Dragon Quest 5? First of all, | never played that game...” 

“Pll explain the situation then. When Nera doesn’t get married to the 
hero, she’ll reunite with her childhood friend. On the other hand, Bianca will 
spend her life alone in the village.” 

“...S0, Nera.” 

“Why!? What’s bad about Bianca!? She’s a really calm girl!” 

“That’s the bad thing about her!” 

| glanced at Mizuto and Higashira while they continued to talk happily in 
front of me. 


It’s true that what Higashira-san just said wasn’t something to be said in 
front of a guy she likes, but to a friend, and only of the same gender. | 
wouldn’t say such crude things to another girl...but it seemed like 
something more fitting of the rumored girls school. 

If that’s their daily talk, it would explain why Mizuto didn’t look at 
Higashira-san as a girl...| assumed that would have been the case because 
Higashira-san was somewhat similar to me when | was in middle school, but 
| never expected her to be such a character. 

...Even SO. 


“They’re really on good terms. | really can’t tell that they only met days 
ago[]” 

Next to me, Akatsuki-san said what | was thinking. 

“How are we not supposed to be suspicious? Right Yume-chan?” 


“Yeah, honestly...” 


Even | would be suspicious. Anyone would have felt so, seeing their 
relationship like that. It’s not because I’m paranoid and possessive of the ex- 
boyfriend. Definitely not. 


Both of them were close enough to bump into each other, chatting away, 
and chuckling from time to time. 


| never had such a good relationship with him when we were dating... 


“Too bad. If Higashira-san really wants it, | really want to give her a 
nudge...” 


“Eh? A nudge?” 
“Well you see, she looks very passive, you know? If nobody’s going to 


help her, she might stay friendzoned forever. And...l’m curious to see how 
their relationship will develop, you know?” 


Akatsuki-san’s giving a somewhat devious smile towards me. 


“You'll be of big help if you're willing to help, Yume-chan! Since you two 
are siblings, you should have intel on how to conquer him, right?” 


“...Well yeah.” 


There probably was no other human who had the intel on how to conquer 
Mizuto Irido. 


“But, that’s if she’s intending to.” 

“Yeah[] too bad[] | really think they’re a match for each other...” 
...A match. 

Again, | looked at the duo walking in front of us. 

Ahhh, so | couldn’t help but think. 


lt would be really wonderful if these two could be a couple. 
“Ah, | should stop here...” 


Higashira-san suddenly stopped at the crossing. 


“Yeah, see you tomorrow.” 


“Alright...ah, also...” 

Higashira-san glanced at us. She merely fidgeted away however, and 
didn’t say anything. 

While we’re feeling troubled—Mizuto tapped her back gently. 

Sede-ermic.. 

And then, as though prompted by the tap, she bowed deeply towards us. 

“|..S-see, you...!” 


She said with a hoarse voice, and then lifted her head, showing a look of 
relief. 


“I-l said it...” 

“Not bad.” 

Mizuto smiled. 

Higashira-san looked at his face. 








“Hehe?” 


And smiled. 

She, who had never shown any expression till this point. 

Was blushing away, as though becoming one with the sunset. 
‘ake 

“...Hmmmmmm?” 

Oy. 

Oy. That was. 


“Then, I'll see you then, Mizuto-kun! I'll read the series you recommended 
and send you a message on LINE!” 


“Alright, ll be awake until 2am or so.” 
“Got it!” 


And then, the green light showed, and Higashira-san skipped across the 
road. 


Once she vanished beyond the passing cars. 

Akatsuki-san said with a deeper voice than usual, muttering. 
“|..Say, Yume-chan.” 

SEAe” 

“| did say, if she’s intending to, Yume-chan.” 

“Eh...!? I] never promised you that—” 

“Irido-Run[]! Tell me Higashira-san’s ID[]!!” 


Chapter 7 


Isana Higashira doesn’t know 
love 


As everyone knows, there’s a rite of ritual human lovers have to 
undertake before they become a couple. 


Yes, a confession. 


Using the situation of me and a certain boy as an example, | was the one 
who did so. It’s unfair that one side didn’t have to confess, right? Well, a 
few people, including me, would have thought so, but given his personality, 
he’s never going to confess to me even if the heavens fall, so | had to do it. 


My manner of confession was a love letter. 


To be honest, the reason why | confessed through a love letter was simply 
because | didn’t have the courage to confess straight to his face, but | wrote 
it at a really bad time. | could see him every day during summer vacation, 
but our relationship might end once the second semester started...so | 
brooded, and by the time | opened the envelope, it was late at night, the 
day before summer vacation ended. 


The passage | wrote really was befitting of the late night. | immediately 
laid on the bed once | finished it, as | was too tired, and did not complete 
the most important part. 


It was mental preparation. 


Of course, the natural manner to hand over a love letter was to put it in 
the other party’s shoe locker. That was my intention when | wrote it, but | 
was so disappointingly clumsy and timid back in middle school, and 
awaiting me at the very end was the usual outcome. 


Right when it was going to happen, | was terrified. 


Maybe | should have put more thought into this, right? So | sought this 
excuse, and tried to backtrack. 


But right when | was about to. 
—Morning Ayai. 


—M-morning...lrido-Run... 
He showed up, and changed shoes before me. 


We went to the library together, and the anxiety spread in my heart. 
What should | do? Maybe | should wait till the next day? No no no, we got 
lessons the next day. If | miss this chance, | wouldn’t have another chance 


If only | had made up my mind earlier—but that was just a meaningless 
guess. A coward like me would never be able to steel myself unless | was 
driven to despair. At the very end, | ended up speaking only at the very last 
moment, right when we were about to bid each other goodbye at the 
crossing. 


—I-lrido-kun...! ...P-please...read...this, letter... 


To repeat myself, | didn’t have the courage to confess straight to the 
face, which was why | prepared this love letter that was rather antiquated. 


But, what’s this situation about? 


| really wondered what fetish caused me to give myself the green light, 
and have him read out the love letter | spent so much effort writing in the 
middle of the night? 


While he read the letter silently, my mind was filled with regrets. | was 
repulsed due to the excessive self-loathing | had, and my gut winced. Every 
passing second, | could sense my organs falling out from every single hole | 
had. 


Finally, he read the letter. 

And he said to me, who merely stared at the ground intently, shivering. 
—I think you’re the closest person to me in my life. 

| lifted my head in fear once | heard those unexpected words. 


—You’re the only one other than dad whom | could talk with everyone else. 
Other than dad, | can’t think of anyone else who'll laugh next to me. 


Wait...so | suddenly had this thought. 
| started looking forward to a good future. 
...And then, | immediately got rid of that notion. 


How many times did | have my expectations disappointed? | never had 
anything go well in life, and my life was filled with failures. Every decent 
thing | did, none would remain. 


Thus, | too assumed it would be the same outcome, and without reason, 
gave up. 


lrido-Run then said, 


—Thank you for being able to like someone like me...do continue to take care of 
me. 


Eh. 
Eh? 
Ehhhh? 


| couldn’t understand his words immediately. | didn’t dare to believe my 
ears. Again and again | reflected upon his words, certain that | did not 
mishear, and started to doubt if | was dreaming again. 


| lifted my head, and saw it was an unfamiliar face of the person | like. His 
face looked so gentle, | had never seen before, yet he seemed a little 
awkward as he stared into my eyes earnestly. 


Just maybe...so | quietly muttered. 


lrido-kun then proposedly decisively, as though he had seen through my 
heart. 


—Please be my girlfriend, Ayai. 
| cried. 


Not because | was terrified, not because | was sad, and not because | was 
reading a light novel. 


| was crying...in joy, for the first time in my life. 

—And so, in the summer during my second year of middle school. 

| had a certain existence called a boyfriend. 

At this point though, | felt that | was completely young and foolish. 
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“| have your secret. Come to the place listed after school if you don’t 
want it to be revealed.” 

The next morning, we slipped a blackmail-like letter into Higashira-san’s 
shoe locker, for the strongly cautious little brother of mine didn’t provide us 
her LINE number. A wise decision. 

“Is this really okay...?” 

| glanced at the restaurant entrance as | poured the tea into my cup. 

“It’s fine it’s fine[] Higashira-san will definitely run here looking all teary.” 

“Pm worried because of that.” 

It’s fine it’s fine[] so ARatsuki-san kept repeating away as she pressed the 


button for melon soda. We just threatened someone else, so how’s she still 
so calm? | felt a little suspicious. 


And while we’re lingering around at the drinks bar, the target was 
spotted. 


A girl with a short bob haircut and large breasts entered the entrance 
apprehensively, her back arched. She looked around, and the waiter 
approached her. 


“Table for one?” 


Akatsuki-san stood up, went to Higashira-san, and patted her on the 
shoulder. 


|? 


“Waiting for you! Over here over here[] 

“Fueehhh!?” 

Higashira-san continued to blink away in bewilderment, and Akatsuki-san 
led her over. 

Higashira-san was clearly befuddled, ah, but she blurted out once she saw 
me at the four-seater table. 

“The brocon little stepsister...” 


|? 


“| hate that this is how you remember me 


“Anyway, did you just forget my face!?” 
“Hiiuuuu...! ’m sorry I’m sorry...!” 


| couldn’t hide the fact that the absolutely sarcastic introduction of 
myself stuck so well. Akatsuki-san herself too seemed to be really 
devastated, since she’s usually a character well liked by many, only to be 
forgotten by someone she met yesterday. 


Given my experiences in middle school though, I'd guess that she didn’t 
see our faces clearly as she couldn’t look at us in the eyes... 


Akatsuki-san had Higashira-san sit opposite me, and moved the nearly 
translucent melon soda towards me. Thus, Higashira-san was facing us two. 


“..E-erm...” 


Higashira-san glanced aside at us, and her timid look really was too 
adorable. We couldn’t talk at this rate, so | tried to give her some leeway, as 
gently as possible. 


“Sorry about this, Higashira-san. That letter was a prank from Akatsuki- 
san. You don’t have to be so scared.” 


“A...prank...? Not a threat...?” 
“No no no! Drinks are on the house!” 


After all, we’re the ones who called her out. It’s to be expected that we 
would be treating her. 


Next to me, Akatsuki-san pouted. 


“Say, Yume-chan, isn’t it too much to say that was a prank by me? You 
and | Rnow what Higashira-san’s secret is after all...” 


Akatsuki-san gave a long, meaningful smile. It looked intimidating. It 
looked so intimidating, Higashira-san suddenly shivered. Ahh seriously! 


Anyway, | thought | should have a drink to calm down, so we went to the 
drinks bar. 


“Higashira-san, do you Rnow how to use the drinks bar?” 


“Eh, ah, | do...we do visit a family restaurant whenever mom’s lazy to 
cook.” 


...Surprisingly, she has a rather carefree mother. My mom likes to cook, 
so | hardly had the chance to. 


We returned to our seats, and Higashira-san started gulping down the 
orange juice. She seemed thirsty. 


Once she finished her drink, Aratsuki-san spoke again. 
“Higashira-san, do you Rnow what secret we know about you?” 
“Eh...? My secret...2” 


Higashira-san seemed a little perturbed, but she had calmed down 
somewhat. 


“Erm...ah, are you talking about the ero books | got through some 
means...!?” 


“That’s not it. That’s quite a boyish secret you have.” 


“Ehhhhh...? Then, you’re talking about a virtual live channel | created as a 
test run before deleting it back in middle school...!?” 


“Not at all! Goodness, | didn’t think you would blurt out that history! 
That’s more shocking to us here! 


“Th-that’s not it!? Ahhhhhh | blurted it out...!” 


Higashira-san blushed as she sprawled on the table. She looked adorable, 
yet it made me restless. 


Upon seeing that, Akatsuki-san said with a reluctant tone. 

“It’s about Irido-Run.” 

“Fueehh!?” 

Higashira-san lifted her head. 

“About...Mizuto-Run?” 

“Yes. You like Irido-Run, don’t you, Higashira-san?” 

“Heh? Well, yes. | like him.” 

“Huh?” 

Akatsuki-san clearly looked helpless in the face of this honest affirmation. 


Wait, they seem to be on different channels. So | thought, and said to 
Higashira-san.” 


“Higashira-san...the ‘like’ Akatsuki-san mentions here is actually more of 
‘love’...you understand?” 


“Eh!? Love...? As in romcom, love?” 
Does her understanding of English only apply to light novel jargons? 


Higashira-san tilted her head to the right, and then to the left, clearly 
looking confused. 


“You say...that...1 love...Mizuto-Run? Ehhhh....’m sorry, but that’s a 
misunderstanding, maybe...?” 


“That’s not it. You’re the one who misunderstood! Yume-chan, give me 
that thing!’ 


Akatsuki-san snapped her fingers, and as discussed beforehand, | took 
out my smartphone, though | looked on grimly. 


“,..Are we really showing her this?” 

“Then why did you take that photo?” 

“,.. suppose so.” 

| tapped at my phone, and showed the phone | took the previous night, 
as per Akatsuki-san’s instructions. 

| took a really huge risk to take this photo. Thus, | felt a little hesitant 
about showing the results of this escapade so readily. 

But it’s to be expected. If | didn’t show it to Higashira-san, it would just 
be taken for my own interest... 

“Got Jit.” 

“Ahh!” 

And while | was fidgeting, ARatsuki-san suddenly snatched my phone. Sh- 
she’s way too fast at this...! 

“Now then, Higashira-san? Can you say the same thing after seeing this 
photo?” 

“Huh? | don’t know what kind of photo it is, but Mizuto-Run and | are just 
ordinary friends—” 

“—Voila! A photo of Irido-Run’s sleeping face[]!” 

“LPIPIPL 21212” 


The moment the screen was shown to Higashira-san, she froze and 
gasped. 


She stared at Mizuto’s sleeping face that was shown on my phone, which 
| had taken last night by creeping into his room. | spent quite some effort as 
he was a late sleeper. 
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“Ohh{] lrido-kun’s sleeping face is cute, isn’t it, Higashira-san?” 

“(Nod nod nod)” 

Higashira-san nodded really quickly. 

Akatsuki-san smiled once she saw this, and | narrowed my eyes. 

“—Huh?” 

Higashira-san probably noticed how unsightly she was being. She covered 
her mouth with her hand, and averted her eyes from the screen. 


“\..-1 don’t really have interest in such things. Mi-Mizuto-kun is my good 
friend! I-l-l won’t look at him with impure eyes.” 


“Just to note, this isn’t the original. It’s a snapshot from a video.” 
2”? 


“It’s recorded perfectly together with his breathing! ...Right? Yume- 
chan?” 


It’s not because | have a fetish! I’m just following orders! 


“| actually planned to offer you the video if you admitted to it, you 
knowL[]? You’re basically sleeping with him if you listen to that, you Rnow[]” 


Again Higashira-san sprawled onto the table, and let out a sound as 
though she was attacked on the inside. 


Huh!? What was | thinking!? I’m deleting that video once it serves its 
purpose! Didn’t | already decide that! 


“You're rather stubborn. Why aren’t you admitting this?” 


Akatsuki-san sighed as she looked down at the anguishing Higashira-san. 


“It’s no wonder that you'll fall for a guy who has similar interests to you 
and is willing to treat you gently? Even Yume-chan’s the same. She does 
have a brocon side to herself, but she’s not going to say something like ‘you 
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dare to woo my little brother’. 
“| won't say that, even discreetly! And I’m not a brocon!” 
“Yes yes yes.” 
She just brushed me off. | can’t accept this! 


And then, Higashira-san, who remained sprawled on the table, made a 
feeble voice. 


“.Rea...lly...2” 

“’Huh?”” 

“Hii!” 

Higashira-san’s seemed to be really playing dumb a little too much, and 
we lashed out in unison. She shriveled up like a little animal. 

Akatsuki-san rolled her eyes upon seeing this. 

“Eh...? Are you serious? You’re serious about what you said?” 


“Wh-why do | have to lie here...!? I-| really don’t Rnow...! | never had, such 
experiences, before in my life...” 


“Ehhh? A first love? At this age?” 
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Higashira-san blushed as she tugged at her bangs to hide her face, 
sprawling on the table again. 


| started to feel a little restless, seeing how innocent she was. 
“,..Wh-what do we do now, Akatsuki-san? My back feels a little ticklish 
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now. 


“,..What’s a coincidence, Yume-chan. I’m suffering the same symptoms 
too.” 


First love...ahhh, such a nostalgic yet despised term... 


And she said she was unsure about it. Give me a break. It felt like | got my 
black history slapped onto my face. | really wanted to yell out for some 


strange reason, yell and run away. Was my past self such a shameful 
creature? 


“...Well, for example, just imagine.” 

Akatsuki-san said begrudgingly. 

“Imagine lIrido-kun suddenly embracing you while you're talking.” 

“Hyal?” 

“And then he whispers with a deep voice into your ears, ‘sorry, just a little 
while. Can we not be friends for this little while’?” 

“Hyaaa!?” 


“And then while you’re wondering, your lips were already taken by Irido- 
kun—wait, why are you sprawling on the table too, Yume-chan?” 


N-nothing. My mind just went wild a little. It’s really because the voice 
Akatsuki-san used really resembled him a little too much...! 


“Well, anyway.” 
Snap! Akatsuki-san quickly took a photo of Higashira-san’s face. 
And then, she showed that photo to the latter. 


“You showed such a look, and you say you don’t like him? That’s 
impossible.” 


In that photo was the face of a blushing girl with dazzling eyes, mouth 
half opened. 


Higashira-san shivered once again once she saw this screen. 

Sas his ts.xmex.!?" 

“Yes.” 

“Isn't that a pig!?” 

“Yep. You're a pig.” 

Uuuuu...! Higashira-san blushed once again, but because of another 
reason, and collapsed onto the table. 


“So | said I’m Mizuto-kun’s friend, but I’ve been looking at him like a hot 
pig...it’s a lewd demon...it’s the work of a lewd demon...” 


“If this is the work of a lewd demon, all the women in the world are 
demon lords...” 


It seemed Higashira-san didn’t hear my little retort, and she might have 
been sweating over the fact that she realized that she was in love for the 
first time in her love. Ugh, | felt a little nauseous at this sweet and sour 
feeling. 

“Okay okay. Now we're finally talking.” 

Akatsuki-san finished up the melon soda that had fizzled quite a bit. She 
let out a long burp. How crude. 

“Finally talking...is there something else...?” 

Higashira-san lifted her head uneasily, and Akatsuki-san giggled. 

“Well, Higashira-san, Yume-chan and | will help you out and ensure that 
you'll be able to date lrido-kun!” 

“Ehhh!?” 

Higashira-san blinked away. Akatsuki-san slapped her empty chest 
confidently. Yume-chan...and I? 

“Erm, Akatsuki-san...it might be a little too late for me to say so, but | 
didn’t agree to help out...” 

“Ehh—? But Yume-chan, you know all of Irido-kun’s likes, right? Higashira- 
san, you too feel at ease if Yume-chan’s standing next to you, right[]?” 

“E-ehhh...? Me, erm...” 

“You're being way too suspicious here, but I’m the kind of person to take 
such questions all the time! Leave it up to me!” 


It’s true that ARatsuki-san’s the kind of person to accept such questions, 
and it’s obvious from her usual conversations that she did have love 
experience. When she occasionally refused our invitations, everyone 
wondered if it was because of that guy. 


“So how about it, Higashira-san? Yume-chan and | at your service. Quite 
the fine lineup, right? It'll take seconds to conquer Irido-Run, seconds!” 


Well, | never said | would help out. 


...But | didn’t have a reason to refuse. If | did, | would never be to rid the 
label of a brocon. No, but... 


And while my mind was in chaos, 
“...No, never mind. Forget about that...” 
Higashira-san said with a feeble voice, as though a raindrop landing. 


“It is fact that | like Mizuto-kun as a friend...I’m already happy enough to 
be able to talk with him like it is...you see, for someone like me, even if | do 
stand out, I'll just make him suffer, you Rnow! Maybe it’s because I’ve been 
focusing on useless things...you’re willing to help me out, but I’m sorry...” 


For every word she said, her voice and silhouette shrank. 
...Where did | see this scene before? 


Someone who would avoid acting due to a lack of confidence, having 
assumed that everything she did would be for naught, insisting that doing 
nothing is the best, giving excuses that were not logical weapons, just 
looking at the situation she’s not exactly happy with— 


—Yeah, she’s basically me back in middle school. 
“Don’t run away before you even try.” 
And before | Rnew it, | spoke up. 


Higashira-san and Akatsuki-san looked at me in shock, but | couldn’t stop 
the words swelling from my heart. 


“Give up only when you’re done with everything. You really want to, don’t 
you? You want to be his girlfriend, right? You want to do things ordinary 
friends can’t do, right?” 


| lifted my waist and leaned forward, lifting Higashira-san’s face. 


“You can do it if you become his girlfriend! You can hold hands and go 
home with him after school every day, kiss him on the way back, and even 
talk about anything through phone with him. You'll receive a Christmas 
present, and he'll even take care of you when you're sick! How about it!? 
It’s all to be expected when you’re his girlfriend!” 


Higashira-san widened her eyes. 

| could see ripples of emotions in her eyes. 

She would be so happy if she could do all that. 

She would be so delighted if she could become like that. 


If, just if, she could determine where her happiness would be at, 

“—Yourre still thinking that it’s fine not to be his girlfriend?” 

Her eyes started to falter. 

That alone was enough to form an answer. 

Higashira-san lowered her head, and grabbed at the hem of her uniform 
firmly— 
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The hoarse voice finally eked out her determination. 


“I-| want to flirt around with him too... want him to say that he likes me 
too...! | want to do things, with Mizuto-kun...things that are beyond, 
friendship...!” 


She lifted her head again. 


The despondence in Higashira-san’s eyes were long gone, and replacing 
them was a seemingly endless desire to battle. 


“What do | have to do, to succeed...? What can | do, to become Mizuto- 
kun’s girlfriend?” 


She lifted her waist, leaned forward, and held my hand, saying, 
“Please teach me—sensei!” 


And then, | recovered. 

My mind went hot for a moment, and that added fuel to the fire... 
...ls this really fine with me? 

“Alright.” 

Next to us, ARatsuki-san made a little fist pump. 


“lzanami: Mizuto-kun only looks at me as a female friend.” — 20:14 


It was the night after | hastily agreed to take up the role as Higashira- 
san’s love consultant—so | was in my room, looking at the LINE chat group 
titled ‘Mizuto lridor Conquest Meeting’. 


Akatsuki-san, Higashira-san and | had this chat group to smoothen the 
operation—but Higashira-san said these depressing words, a terrible start in 
this chat group. And also, she’s using the name of a god? 


“Izanami: I’m going to fail even if | confess now. I’m scared.” — 20:14 


“Akatsuki s<: No no no, | think it should be fine here. After all, he’s a 
guy despite what we say. He’s probably conscious enough of a girl’s 
body. You have a super nice body after all, Higashira-san, lol.” — 20:15 


“Izanami: The only things I’m confident in are my boobs!” — 20:16 


“Akatsuki>*: I’m so envious of you, damn it. Share some with me.” — 
20:16 


Akatsuki-san posted a melon emoji. 
“Izanami: I’d say these are watermelons.” — 20:17 


“Yume: What’s with this self-awareness about those boobs? What 
happened to the shy girl?” — 20:17 


“Izanami: Well, my shoulders really ache, and | can’t find any cute 
bras” — 20:18 


forgive that!!!” — 20:18 
Akatsuki-san started spamming a chopper emoji, and | giggled. 


Truth be told, Higashira-san’s breasts look rather amazing even to girls. 
We too would glance a few looks. | suppose it would be moreso for guys. 


Is it really possible for him to pay attention to this scene next to him...? 


“Izanami: But even with my boobs, | think Mizuto-kun’s impossible to 
conquer. | can’t sense his stare at all. | feel safe and secure.” — 20:20 


“Akatsuki xx : You serious[]? Well, lrido-kun does look like he’s not 
interested in girls though. What do you think, Yume-sensei?” — 20:21 


“Yume: Don’t call me sensei.” — 20:21 
“Yume: | think he’s just good at hiding things.” — 20:22 


“Izanami: Has Mizuto-kun given you lewd looks before, sensei?” — 
20:23 


“Huh!?” 


| leapt from my bed. 

What’s she asking!? Would anyone ask such a thing? Really? 

Would the mood be awkward if | answered ‘yes’ here...? 

| cautiously chose my words in my reply, expressing the doubt | just had. 


“Yume: Higashira-san, you don’t mind that? Are you jealous or 
something?” — 20:25 


“Izanami: | don’t seem to be the type to get jealous.” — 20:25 

...’m so jealous. 

Would our relationship be a lot smoother if | had that personality too... 
“lzanami: Has Mizuto-kun given you lewd looks, sensei?” — 20:26 
Copy and paste. How curious was she? 


| hesitated for a while, but since | was the one who coaxed her into it, | 
had to answer. 


“Yume: Well, we do meet after | finish bathing, from time to time.” — 
20:27 


“Izanami: Does Mizuto-kun have any fetish?” — 20:27 
“Yume: One question after another!? How would I know?” — 20:28 


The ears, | guess. He always nibbled at my ears whenever he wanted to 
kiss. 


“Akatsuki vx : Hm[] your personal testimony doesn’t make sense. 
Anyway, let’s see how it goes.” — 20:29 

“Izanami: How it goes?” — 20:29 

“Akatsukisy: | mean when you two are together. We'll see how it’s like. 
Maybe Irido-kun has some awareness in ways you don’t know of, 
Higashira-san.” — 20:30 

| myself was wondering how those two normally spent their time 
together......no no no it’s all for Higashira-san’s sake. 


“Izanami: And what if Mizuto-kun is staring at my chest while I’m not 
noticing?” — 20:31 


“Yume: Then we'll fend him off by putting a “boobie alien’ cap on his 
head.” — 20:31 


“Akatsukis: Nice idea! Count me in too!” — 20:32 
“Izanami: I'll join in then.” — 20:33 


“Akatsukiv<: Ah no no, the fun will end if you join in as well, Higashira- 
san.” — 20:33 


And just like that, ARatsuki-san and | entered the library after school, 
pretending to stay behind to study. 


Akatsuki-san removed her usual ponytail, and | had low dangling 
twintails, along with the glasses | used back in middle school. 


Akatsuki-san seemed strangely excited initially, and started taking a few 
photos, but she did calm down somewhat. 


Seriously, was there a reason for her to react this much just because | 
have glasses on? How’s it possible for a vision correcting tool to make 
someone cute or handsome, to the point of preserving the memory as a 
photo. I’m really sorry, but | can’t understand that at all. Really! 


We sat at the reading area, and had our backs turned against the corner 
where Mizuto and Higashira-san usually sat at. 


We set the phone upright on the table, used the camera function we 
have, and shown on it were our shoulders, along with Mizuto and Higashira- 
san who were over there. 


We could thus avoid their stares while looking, and could watch over 
them. So Akatsuki-san suggested. 


“\..Hey, Akatsuki-san, can | ask you how you know about such stalking 
tactics?” 


“No[] can{] do[])” 
| chose to retreat, for | sensed darkness. Akatsuki-san was often strangely 
terrifying whenever she made such an innocent voice. 


| turned my eyes towards the cellphone. 


Mizuto merely leaned his body onto the air-conditioning next to the 
window, and Higashira-san removed her shoes and socks, her knees tucked 


together, barefooted as she sat on it. Wait, she’s not getting scolded? The 
air conditioning isn’t supposed to be used like this. 


“(If Higashira-san didn’t mean it, isn’t it amazing how she’s sitting like 
that?)” 

“(Eh? How so?)” 

Akatsuki-san continued to whisper. 

“(Girls don’t usually show their bare feet. Seems like they’re erotic to 
guys).” 

“(...Yeah. Feels like it’s some premium edition of bare legs.) 
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“(And she’s sitting there with her knees cupped. Sitting up there like that. 
She might give a pantyshot here and there. And her knees are pressing 
against that rack...)” 


“(Ahh yeah, maybe her breasts are holding up her body. When she leans 
forward, she’ll find them stupidly heavy—)” 


“(Heh. I. Really. Have. No. Idea. How. That. Feels.)” 


Neither her eyes nor her voice showed any bemusement. Is she that 
bothered by her body... 


... Speaking of which. 


Mizuto and Higashira-san, still in the inner camera footage, were just 
reading silently. From time to time though, they would show each other 
what they’re reading, and sometimes giggle. 


The sight of them reminded me of my time with him. Should | say I’m 
nostalgic, or embarrassed... 


Since | could visualize our past with this, it obviously meant that they 
were no longer ordinary friends. 


Their shoulders were about to touch. 
If they moved even the slightest bit, they could kiss. 


It’s not that kind of relationship, but they should be more mindful of how 
close they were. 


But. 
Even then, 


“(Irido-kun really isn’t looking at all. He’s ignoring the massive rack right 
before him...)” 
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“(I’m starting to feel a little sad for Higashira-san.) 
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“(Even | too would look. | was looking when talking with her.) 
“(You're looking too much.)” 
But well, | supposed it’s a good thing. 


It’s no wonder that a girl would feel at ease, why the timid Higashira-san 
was so clingy towards him. | really felt it was a good thing as a friend. 


But at this point, Higashira-san deemed him as a boy. 


It would be a real pity if he ignored her this much, or rather, if there was 
no hope to begin with. 


Would | really have confessed if he treated me like this before we started 
dating. 

Did the timid me make up my mind to confess because | had a feeling he 
liked me, somehow... 


“(Does he really not have awareness about that?)” 
Akatsuki-san said, looking completely baffled. 


“(They have such common interests, and she does look prettier recently, 
her body’s super erotic too, you know? If | were Irido-kun, my heart would 
have fluttered.)” 

“(Don’t call it erotic...but, well...)” 

Her situation’s similar to mine back then. 
A similar encounter. 

Similar interests. 

Similar place. 


In that case, how was it possible that | was the only one who managed to 
date him, while he was merely friends with Higashira-san? 


...He’s definitely just hiding his feelings. 


He merely managed to train his poker face after dating me; it’s only a 
matter of time until the facade cracks. 


—Dozens of minutes later, it happened. 


He was probably done with his book, for he closed it, got up, and went to 
the nearby rack to look for a new book. 


“(Ah.)” 

Akatsuki-san blurted. 

“(What?)” 

“(Th-that! Higashira-san’s skirt...!) 

“(Eh?—ah.)” 

Once Akatsuki-san mentioned so, | finally realized. 


Higashira-san, who was prone by the windowside like a shelf with her 
bare feet and knees tucked, had opened her legs slightly. 


They were exposed. 
Her light green panties were exposed. 


| hastily tried to contact her through LINE of this crisis, but it was too 
late. 


Mizuto, who picked a new bunko from the shelf, turned back. 


And of course, it would mean that he was looking at Higashira-san 
directly. 


And of course, the defenseless fabric would show up in his eyes. 
—| personally saw Mizuto’s eyes slide there. 
A-As expected! 


No matter how he tried to act innocent, there’s no way this plain girls- 
loving guy would let off a top prey like Higashira-san— 


“Oy Higashira. Your panties are showing.” 

Mizuto pointed between her legs without changing expressions. 
(...Huh?)”” 

We exchanged looks. 

In our haste, we couldn’t understand what happened. 


“\..Eh?” It seemed Higashira-san was the same, for she looked up, 
sounding dumbfounded, and looked down at where he was pointing— 


“T0002!” 
Her face immediately turned red, as though burning, and she hasting sat 
like a girl, pushing her skirt down. 


She looked down at her hands that were grabbing onto the hem firmly, 
and muttered with a trembling voice, 


“,..YOU-yOU Saw...?” 

“? ’'m reminding you because | saw it.” 
Mizuto tilted his head in confusion. 
Does he not have a human heart? 
“Th-thank you, very much...?” 


Higashira-san’s face was completely red to the ears, and after ekeing 
these words, “I'll be at the toilet.” she put on her socks. 


Akatsuki-san and | nodded towards each other, and went to the toilet 
closest to the library. 


We met up with Higashira-san there, and the first question she posed us 
was, 


“...Do you think | was treated like a girl?” 
“Not at all.”” 
We were certain. 


Mizuto Irido merely viewed Isana Higashira as a friend with a common 
interest. 


There was no way this could be misconstrued. 
...Why exactly was there? 


“Aha, ahahahahaha...| guessed so...a gloomy girl lige me wouldn’t be of 
interest to him—ahahahahaha. Ahahahahahahaha...” 


“Pull yourself together. We might not have a chance now, but it’s too 
early to give up!” 

“It’s...hopeless...!” 

“Akatsuki-san, you’re rubbing it in! You’re adding insult to injury!” 

“Abh...!” 


We hurriedly grabbed Higashira-san’s shoulders once we saw her 
stumble. 


Hahahahahahaha. So she laughed so ominously, | felt | would be cursed if 
| listened. 


She was so rattled...and it was then that | realized that she really liked 
Mizuto. 


“...Hey, Higashira-san.” 
Once | saw that she could stand upright, | cautiously asked her. 


“Look, as proven, he really can’t empathize with others...what do you like 
about him anyway?” 


“Ah, we haven’t asked about it, now that you mention it! | want to hear 
too!” 

“Eh...e-even if you do ask though...” 

Higashira-san’s eyes wavered around suspiciously, and then she said, 

“..The voice, | guess?” 

“Voice’?” 

“He’s usually a cold person, but sometimes, he’ll be kind enough to care 
for my sake. When | hear his voice become a little kinder, |, well, how do | 


put it, | suddenly feel dizzy, and | really have the urge to yell out loud... 
ehehe...8” 


The sight of Higashira-san blushing bashfully with a happy look left 
Akatsuki-san and | looking up in unison. 


“I-It’s so bright...!” 


That naivete was a really potent poison to me, who had once experienced 
the dark side of love! What’s worse was that | could empathize with her! | 
get her! He would occasionally make some gentle voices! 


“Higashira-san, we need to pair you up with Irido-kun, and get you to 
understand that getting a boyfriend isn’t necessarily a good thing. Get on it 
so that we can grumble together!” 


“Eh, okay. I'll do my best!” 


“Don’t work hard in this way! Live on as someone who'll always have a 
fantasy about love!” 


Don’t fall to the dark side here! 


“Well, whatever, there’s nowhere to go if we don’t get Irido-Run to see 
you as a girl first. Oh dear dear, | never thought there would be a guy who 
would openly point out that a girl’s flashing her panties...” 


“Sorry about my little brother...” 


“It does seem like Irido-kun’s unexpectedly capable of taking care of girls. 
Is it because he has experience with you, Yume-chan?” 


My heart jolted. No, she’s just talking about us living together, not about 
our prior relationship. 


So | nodded vaguely. 

“M-maybe.” 

“In that case, the only way forth is through skinship.” 

Akatsuki-san gave a heinous smirk. 

Higashira-san took a few steps back. 

“Sk-skinship...?” 

“Here we go again[], again acting like a good kid. I’m saying that you can 
attack with those things you’re proud of!!” 

“Hyaah!?” 

Akatsuki-san suddenly reached her hands forward, and fondled Higashira- 
san’s breasts like an eagle’s claws. Woah, the fingers are sinking in... 

“So | say, put these large fats onto him purposely! It doesn’t matter 
whether he’s conscious of that then!” 

“Wait...stop...” 

“,..Oh-ohhh? Ohhhhhhh...amazing...” 


“Hiii!? Y-your hands are being weird...nn!” 


|? 


“Akatsuki-san stop! Any more and it’s R18 


| instinctively grabbed Akatsuki-san by both hands, and pulled them 
apart. 


“Y-Yume-chan...breasts...really are soft and bouncy after all. They feel like 
they can form any shapes...huh...? Then, what’s on my chest...?” 


“Don’t think about it if you want to live long.” 


Higashira-san wheezed as she protected her chest with her arms, and 
turned towards the sink. 

“L-lean on him purposely...i-isn’t that like a bitch...?” 

“Girls who attack guys up front are bitches.” 

“You're creating enemies in mass numbers!” 
| hastily looked around. Did anyone else hear these words!? 
“Well, | say to lean onto him, but you just need to brush by.” 


Akatsuki-san ignored my worries and reached her fingers out, stopping 
right before Higashira-san’s breasts, stopping there. 


“Eh? Did you just touch? Is it just me? That much is best! If | touch him 
that much, I'll be hated!” 


“Akatsuki-san...erm, where did you learn the trick?” 


“| taught myself that! I’ll get excited if others do that to me! I’m a girl 
because | have nothing to do with soft breasts after all!” 


Better stop pressing her berserk button then. 

Akatsuki-san raised her clenched fists. 

“Anyway, quality is more important than quantity! Repeat it over and 
over again, and that memory will slowly build up in Irido-kun’s heart! No guy 
will ever forget the feeling of breasts! Even though some can’t be felt 
through their bras!!” 

“Stop spamming your own berserk button already!” 

And | tried to be conscious of your feelings! Now everything | do is for 
naught! 

TooAhe” 

Akatsuki-san suddenly took out her phone, looked at the screen, and 
showed a grimace. 

“Oh dear dear. He noticed huh?” 


“What?” 


“We got an overly excited peeping tom. Got to attract his attention—” 


Higashira-san and | tilted our heads in confusion, and Akatsuki-san 
clapped her hands together in apology. 


“That’s it for today! We'll talk more about our strategy on LINE!” 
We watched Akatsuki-san dash out of the toilet. 


...An overly excited peeping tom? 


“Mi.” 

“Me?” 

After school, in the library. Higashira-san was next to Miuto Irido, looking 
like a shy cricket. 


It was a different day, ARatsuki-san and | once again were peeping on the 
duo through the phone camera. 

The only objective of today’s operation was to witness the first day of 
this boobie skinship strategy AkRatsuki-san suggested days ago—I swear to 
god it wasn’t me who named this. 

And while we watched on in trepidation, Higashira-san looked around 
suspiciously, before she seemed to make up her mind and went next to 
Mizuto. 

“M-Mizuto-kun, please look at this.” 


She showed him the book in her hand. Lemme see, so he muttered and 
looked over without any suspicion. This was the trap Akatsuki-san taught. 

She went towards the leaning Mizuto, and clumsily rubbed her chest 
onto him. 

“(...Sh-she actually did it...!)” 

My eyes widened. It’s amazing. It’s really amazing. | personally could 
never do such a thing. Just flaunting my body with a towel wrapped around 
me was my limit, even though that too was acting like a bitch. 

Nihihi, ARatsuki-san too laughed. 


“(Do your best, Higashira-san. To be honest, | thought she would have 
said something like ‘| don’t want to change our current relationship’ and 


backtrack on it.)” 
“(Aren’t you the one who encouraged her to do this, Akatsuki-san...?) 


3) 


“(| actually wanted to give her a nudge once she decided to backtrack, 
but | guess | worried too much)” 

It’s true that given how good their relationship was, it’s not weird to 
worry that their relationship would change. | was the one who egged her 
on, but Higashira-san still didn’t seem confident. Nevertheless, she wasn’t 
so timid as to worry that they wouldn’t remain friends even if he rejected 
her. 

She might be an unexpectedly courageous person, compared to me who 
was so terrified of handing over a love letter. 

“—Higashira.” 

Mizuto called out with a deep, calm voice, and Higashira-san’s shoulders 
shivered. 

“Your chest is touching me.” 

| wasn’t too shocked as something similar did happen before, but this 
guy’s heart isn’t made of flesh, right? How’s he able to point that out 
without flinching? Do you have the word ‘innocent’ in your dictionary? 


3) 


“(| hope she does what we told her[]...) 


Akatsuki-san prayed. We already Rnew this would happen, and already 
told Higashira-san what she should do thereafter. 


And the correct answer after that was— 
“Ah...S-sorry...!” 
That’s it! The blushing face! 


When | suggested that, ARatsuki-san commented, “! don’t think | can be 
friends with such females, but maybe Higashira-san can.” Wait, last | remember, 
you two are friends already, right? 


We greatly anticipated Higashira-san’s blushing performance, and 
watched the developments that followed. 


Higashira-san pulled away, lowered her head, and looked up at Mizuto. 
“(Ohhbh...!)”” 


A perfect response! Now all she has to do is to act embarrassed and 
apologize— 


vl 3) 


Higashira-san said. 
“... did it on purpose.” 

“Huh?” 

“(Huh?)”” 

Mizuto reacted exactly the same as we did. What are you saying, 
Higashira-san? 

“?m teaching you the wonders of huge breasts, since you're 
unexpectedly a flat-chest lover! Come on, just enjoy this motherliness!” 

“Wait, stop—!” 


Higashira-san got onto Mizuto’s back, and those those large boobs were 
pressing onto his shoulders, and they were clearly fooling around— 

But, 

“(Higashira-san...)” 


Akatsuki-san looked stunned. It’s to be expected, since— 
Behind him, at a position where he could not see. 





The blushing Higashira-san had tears welling in her eyes. 
“(You should have shown him that.)”” 
“You really brushed it off in the name of friendship, huh?” 


Higashira-san was summoned to the closest toilet to the library again, 
and lowered her head before us dejectedly. 


“| can’t do it...| can’t become that kind of cute girl so suddenly...” 
“How can you have a boyfriend if you can’t become a cute girl—!!” 


“O-okay okay, | get what Higashira-san’s feeling...well, looking at it,s he 
probably finds it easier when he doesn’t think of her as a girl.” 


“Y-yes! That’s right! | feel a lot at ease!” 

Higashira-san kept nodding away. 

| was once like that; | acted like | wasn’t interested in dressup and stuff, 
since | didn’t want others to view me as a girl. Given how Higashira-san 
would always take the opportunity to joke about her boobs, | could see how 
she chose to live life every day. 


“Well, it’s not like | don’t understand, but if you’re going to keep running 
away like this, you’re never going to conquer that Irido-kun, you Rnow? You 
should at least hold back on that joking attitude...” 


“,..But Mizuto-kun and | are just friends.” 
Higashira-san said with a soft voice, but she was clearly resisting. 


“| like him, yes, but we’re friends. Is it impossible for us to not like each 
other as friends? Do | have to stop liking him as a friend just because | see 
him as a love interest...?” 


She looked down at Akatsuki-san in the eyes, saying so with vigor. Clearly 
she was insisting that she was not going to back off. 


She wanted to be his lover, but she didn’t want to end her friendship with 
him. Maybe these words showed how stubborn she was being, but she’s 
clearly showing how honest she was. 


Maybe there was an impassable divide in our understanding, between us, 
and Higashira-san. 


Higashira-san only thought of becoming his girlfriend because she just 
wanted to improve her relationship with Mizuto, and not exactly look for 
something completely different from their current relationship. 


For her, lovers were just merely an extension of being friends. 


And that’s why she said she wanted to be Mizuto’s lover without 
sacrificing the fact that they’re friends. 


Akatsuki-san and | were different though. 


We felt that being lovers meant being something more special. We could 
make as many friends as we could, but being lovers meant being something 
more special and valuable... 


“,.. see. That’s how it is...yep, | get it.” 


Akatsuki-san looked like she understood something as she kept nodding 
away, and smiled to ease the current situation. 


“Sorry Higashira-san. | won’t tell you to change your attitude...1 guess it’s 
best for you to go with the flow.” 


“R-really...? Thank goodness...” 


Higashira-san let out a long sigh of relief. She probably wasn’t used to 
exerting her will. 


And Akatsuki-san continued to smile. 

“But your lack of confidence is a big problem too.” 

PERS 

“You said that you'd find it easier if he doesn’t view you as a girl, right? | 


think it means you’re not confident as a girl. It’s not the entire reason why 
you think this way, but | think it’s a really big factor.” 


“Uu...I-’?m not...” 


“Then imagine, if you’re a super duper beauty prettier than a manga 
heroine, do you think Irido-Run won’t have thoughts about you? Aren’t you 
going to imagine lrido-kun blushing because of you?” 


“Uuuu...th-that’s true...” 
Th-that’s true... 


“| think that if you can gain that little bit of confidence, lrido-kun will view 
you very differently. That’s why—” 


Akatsuki-san said with a vague smile, 
“Pm going to change you up slightly, Higashira-san.” 
Akatsuki-san caught Higashira-san and dragged her off to her apartment. 


We left the elevator, wait here, ARatsuki-san said, and had Higashira-san 
and me wait. She leaned her ear onto the next door—the Kawanamis. 


“|. Alright, doesn’t seem to be home. Chance. Get in here.” 
“You really don’t want to bump into Kawanami-Run...?” 
“Of course.” 


What exactly happened between those two...? Surely | would be curious, 
but the current priority was Higashira-san. 


We entered Akatsuki-san’s house. It’s my second visit, the first being the 
stayover, but her parents weren’t home either. 


Akatsuki-san dragged Higashira-san by the arm into her room, and sat her 
down before the dresser. 


“E-eh...erm, what are you doing next?” 
“It’s your changing scene next, Higashira-san!” 
“Is this Super Hero Time!? Co-cosplay is a little too...” 


“Girls are creatures who cosplay every day before leaving home. People 
like you are the only ones who'll show up looking paling. You’re so behind 
the fads now!” 


“B-behind...” 


Higashira-san seemed rather stunned to be described so. It seemed to be 
a really powerful insult against otakus. 


Akatsuki-san combed the hair of the stunned Higashira-san, rather 
skillfully in fact. 


“Ah...! A-are you putting makeup on me!? Am | going to have makeup 
now?” 


“You get it? The one way to gain confidence as a girl is to dress up and be 
all pretty! Dressing up is a mechanism to spend lots of time and effort to 


gain confidence!” 
“N-no no no! I-l’m not suited to make up! Not at all!” 


“It’s just makeup. It’s not about whether it suits you or not. It’s fine[] You 
already have a nice build, Higashira-san. A little brush up and you'll look like 
a Taiwanese idol.” 


“Isn’t that a completely different person!?” 

“That’s why it’s a transformation scene.” 

“Even the Super Hero Time characters don’t change their faces! 
Ukkyaaa!!!” 

Akatsuki-san continued to do things onto the howling Higashira-san. Pak 


pak tak tak. | guess she already planned it, since she didn’t hesitate in her 
actions. It’s amazing... 


“How do you usually dress up Yume-chan? You’re not the type to put on 
thick makeup, right?” 


Akatsuki-san asked me, the bystander, while she continued to work. 


“| can’t really do complicated stuff..just trimming my eyebrows, taking 
care of my skin. | spend more time caring for my hair.” 


“Ah[] Such nice long hair. Must be troublesome taking care of it] Why 
did you grow it that long?” 


“Thaes.a 


| had to think through my answer. Honestly, it all went back to my middle 
school days. 


“,..L wanted to change my image. Well, a brand new me, | guess...” 
“Hmm? Did it work? Have you created a new self?” 

“Who Rnows...” 

| felt that | had changed myself, yet felt that | did not fully accomplish so. 


| could not imagine myself chatting normally with Akatsuki-san like this 
back in middle school, but once | got involved with him... 


“So that means the effect is enough for you to hesitate? Isn’t this great, 
Higashira-san. We have an example here.” 


“,..B-but applying powder and water...” 


“How rude. You're calling my makeup powder and water...but can you say 
this after seeing this new self?” 


Higashira-san had been looking down, and Akatsuki-san lifted it up. 
Higashira-san saw herself in the mirror before her. 

Shown on it was her face. 

ewelnet 


Her slightly long bangs were held up by hairclips, and her eyes were 
shown, blinking away. Her eyes were large, her nose was cute and adorable, 
and her puffy cheeks were like a baby. She looked feminine, and there was a 
coquettish vibe to her. 


“_..W-we have a pretty girl here, you Rnow...?” 


Higashira-san’s trembling finger pointed at the mirror as she turned back 
to look towards us. 


She only saw the reflection on the mirror, but we’re looking at the actual 
person. The actual person was exactly the same as shown on the mirror. 


Akatsuki-san giggled. 


“Allow me to introduce[]! This pretty girl is Isana Higashira-san[]! Please 
be friends with her, okay[]?” 


“N-no no no no no no no no! Isn’t that a completely different person!? 
It’s like plastic surgery! Makeup’s scary...” 


| felt somewhat nostalgic as | saw how Higashira-san yap away. 


“| did see the makeup process though. Akatsuki-san only adjusted your 
eyebrows and eyelashes. A full makeup won’t end so quickly if we’re looking 
to change a person completely.” 


“Yep yep. And a little foundation too. But really, the way you are now, 
there’s not much change actually.” 


Higashira-san stared at herself in the mirror in disbelief...well, her 
reaction’s unsurprising. She probably never had a proper look at herself in 
the mirror after all. 


“| said that you have a nice build, Higashira-san, right? Just a little touch 
up on the eyebrows and eyebrows and eyelashes, sort out the bangs, show 
a little more of the face, and voila! ...So, Higashira-san, all | did was...” 


Akatsuki-san put her hand on Higashira-san’s shoulder, probably to cheer 
the latter. 


“...To pull out that cuteness you already have. You’re already adorable 


after all?” 
Higashira-san’s voice got stuck in her throat, and she groaned. 
esa 


eeret ’m, cute...?” 


Well, she probably never thought that it was possible. She never felt that 
she was an adorable girl. 


After all...l too was the same back in middle school. 


“Well, all you need is some self awareness, and the feeling will just come 
up. You just need to learn this much. Come on, I'll teach you. | got lots of 
little tools here! Anyway, go meet up with Irido-kun like this tomorrow.” 


“Ehhh!? W-we’re showing it to Mizuto-Run!? LH can’t do it | can’t do it!” 


Higashira-san crouched down and covered her face with her hands. 
Akatsuki-san continued to smile, and put her mouth next to the ear— 


“—But you really want to show him, right?” 
Sounded like words from the devil. 
And it was as effective as advertised. 


Higashira-san lifted her head slightly, and looked into the mirror through 
the gaps between her fingers. She looked at it, stared at herself, saw that 
she was cuter than usual, groaned, and pursed her lips— 


And then, she put her hands down onto her knees. 

Akatsuki-san saw this, and hugged Higashira-san, beaming away brightly. 
“Yo pretty girl! Light novel heroines aren’t as pretty as you!” 

“No, light novel heroines are cuter, | think.” 


“An immediate answer huh...?” 


As Akatsuki-san had predicted, since that day, there was a slight change 
in Higashira-san’s self-awareness. 


At first, she started dolling herself up before meeting Mizuto. Her 
feminine power was at level 1, and she started levelling up day by day, 2, 3, 


4...0n a side note, a normal girl’s feminine power is about 30 or so. 


Of course, even though Higashira-san’s eyes were a little clearer, we’re 
talking about that dumb blockhead— 


“What’s with those eyes? Stayed up overnight?” 


—And thus the outcome. You gotta be kidding me. Seriously, this guy? 
How long do you think she spent on trimming her eyebrows? 


“Hey, how about you give up on making him your boyfriend?” 
“Yeah.” 
“D-don’t say that...he’s just worried about me...” 


Ahh, such a strong girl...why’s it that he never noticed her feelings? Blush 
a little already. Look guilty already. Stop acting cool. 


| tried to put myself in Higashira-san’s shoes, and my rage towards my 
blockhead of a little stepbrother just ballooned. 


“,..Oy, what’s with the hostile look?” 


“Nothing. | just think you'll suffer one day. Like, you'll get killed by a 
woman.” 


Mizuto retreated from me with a pale face. 


What? He’s overthinking it. So | chopped the carrots for lunch using the 
cleaver. 

And then, a week passed. 

We’re entering the middle of June, when the season of plum rain was 
about to begin, and our efforts along with Higashira-san finally started to 
bear fruit. 

“Good morning Mizuto-Run.” 

“Ahhh, Higashira...” 

Higashira-san finally learned to doll up before arriving at the library, and 


was already waiting for Mizuto. Come by earlier and don’t wait until after 
school, so Akatsuki-san advised, but she wouldn’t do so, | don’t wanna, I’m 


too sleepy[], so she grumbled. It seemed that she didn’t think there was any 
benefit to dolling up for anyone other than Mizuto’s sake. 


And as usual, she had her socks removed and stuffed into her shoes as 
she sat next to Mizuto. The skinship operation was still underway, and their 
shoulders should be touching— 


if 3) 


Mizuto nudged his butt aside, and pulled away. 


Higashira-san looked at his sidelong face incredulously, and moved closer 
to him. 


Zuuu. 

Mizuto moved away. 
Zuuu. 

Higashira-san closed in. 
Zuu, ZUU, ZUU. 


They continued with their cat and mouse game, and kept inching 
towards the air conditioning by the windowside. Finally, Mizuto was 
cornered. 


“Why are you moving away, Mizuto-kun?” 


“Pm the type who wants my personal space. If you dare enter it, you’re 
going to seashell.” 


“Hoho[], so how about you show me what that hell is—raaaaa!?” 


We, watching by the side, were taken aback. Mizuto suddenly grabbed 
Higashira-san’s hair, and ruffled it like he was washing a puppy. 


The hairstyle she spent so much effort in dolling up immediately became 
a puffy bedhair. 


“Wh-what are you doing!?” 


“Pm showing you hell. Isn’t this fine? Now you get to practice that 
hairstyle.” 


“Eh?” 
699 Eh?”” 


Higashira-san, and us onlookers, widened our eyes in shock. 
Wait—was he paying attention!? Did he notice Higashira-san’s makeup!? 
And he’s acting abnormally...he’s clearly hiding his embarrassment! 


So Mizuto nonchalantly began to read again, and Higashira-san 
flusteredly flailed about. She looked aside meaninglessly...and_ finally 
pinched her bangs. 


“Y-you're bullying me. This is bullying...” 

“Maybe.” 

“l-in that case.” 

She frisked out a comb from her bag. 

“You'll...join in with my bullying, right, Mizuto-Run?” 

She said, and handed the comb over to him. 

Her words were completely beyond the understanding of Akatsuki-san 
and me. 

But Mizuto looked away from the book, and towards the comb handed to 
him. 

“,..Goodness.” 

He gave a bemused smile, received the comb, and had her turn around. 


He combed the hair he personally messed up, rather delicately in fact. 
Higashira-san acted like a puppy with her fur combed as she leaned onto 
him in comfort. 

“(...Hey, Yume-chan.)” 

Seeing this, ARatsuki-san said, 
“(She should be able to confess now, right?) 


| couldn’t find a reason to refuse. 


3) 


“|. can’t do it.” 
It was the next day. 
Higashira-san shook her head hard at the family restaurant after school. 


3) 


“It’s not time yet. | can’t do it. It’s too soon...! 


“No no no, it’s fine, it’s fine.” 

“It’s definitely not fine! | definitely can’t do it! | can’t do it | can’t do it |, 
can’t, do, it!” 

Higashira-san continued to cause a ruckus while she laid on the table. She 
was acting like a kid, but | could understand her feelings. 


“|.Akatsuki-san, maybe we should delay a little more as she said? She 
needs to prepare herself mentally after all...” 


“R-right! I’m not mentally prepared yet!” 
“Then get ready.” 


“Ehh!?”” | say, if you don’t get mentally ready, you’re never going to be 
mentally ready! Don’t hope too much for the future! The people tomorrow 
are all idiots, damn it!” 


Akatsuki-san took a large swig of the melon soda. 


“The longer you wait to confess, the harder it is for you to do it. If you 
keep dragging it on, it’ll become a habit. A guy who thinks of you as a long 
time friend will be troubled to be suddenly confessed to, right? Tell him as 
soon as possible, and it’ll be more likely to succeed.” 


Except when confessing on first sight though, so she quipped. 
| had a feeling these words bore the most weight thus far in my life. 


Did she too experience the same thing? Did she think of changing a long 
term relationship... 


“But you still can make it, Higashira-san. You only know each other for 
like, two, three weeks? You have the chance to correct it. And...mental 
preparation isn’t something that can be done by spending time. It’s better 
for you to think that if you don’t confess now, you’re never going to do it.” 


...What would have happened if | didn’t manage to confess to him during 
the first month, the summer vacation during my second year in middle 
school? Once | thought of this, | started to empathize with what Akatsuki- 
san said...ahh, if that happened, | probably would never be able to muster so 
much courage to confess. 


The first month. 


If | didn’t confess in the heat of the moment, while | was still innocent, | 
probably would never have thought of confessing. 


After all, lige bubbles, love’s something that'll vanish after cooling off. 


“Hm..mmm...yeah, it’s not like a romcom, and | don’t think | have the 
courage to confess after dragging things out...” 


“Right—? Love in real life isn’t going to continue like manga—” 

“...Then, if it’s as you say, it doesn’t mean that we'll break up even after | 
confess, right?” 

“I, didn’t, say, so.” 

“Didn’t you say that!...S-sensei! There’s no such thing, right!? There are 
romances that continue on forever, right?” 


“...T-there are, yes...” 

“Your eyes are really moving!!” 

Don’t ask someone who didn’t manage to hang on for two years! 
“Well, ignoring whether the relationship will last for months.” 
“Month!? You just said months!? Not years!?” 


“| think it’s very likely to happen. Irido-kun doesn’t have a reason to reject 
after all. You’re cute, you two get along well, and he’s single.” 


“Thats. 
Higashira-san fiddled with her hangs, and her shoulders shriveled. 


“...[’m_ so pessimistic...troublesome...and | have nothing other than 
boobs...” 


“Your confidence there sure is unshakeable damn it.” 
Akatsuki-san smiled while emitting rage. 


“,..What do you think, Yume-chan? Do you think Higashira-san has a 
chance?” 


| looked towards the table, and pondered for a little while. 
About that guy. 

The time | spent with him. 

The faces he made when | was with him. 


His words and deeds. 
“|..He‘s not going to look at a girl’s status or trait.” 
And then, | remembered Higashira-san being together with Mizuto. 


“He looked rather happy when he’s with you, Higashira-san...so, if you say 
that you want to deepen your relationship, | don’t think he’ll refuse.” 


| wouldn’t be so sure if Higashira-san’s the same person as the me back 
then. 


But she’s different from me. 


They got along so well, both interest-wise, and tempo. They didn’t need 
to hide anything, and didn’t need to hold back. 


It was different from when we dated, that though we appeared to get 
along well, we were holding back for each other’s sake. 


She lacked confidence, but he would definitely get along with her well. 
After all, he did manage to do so before. 


For all | could think of. 


The person most suited to be Mizuto Irido’s lover was none other than 
Isana Higashira. 


They got along so well, that even though I’m the ex, | felt like a mistake. 
“|. R-really...2” 

Higashira-san whispered with uneasiness and hope. 

“C-can | really become, Mizuto-kun’s, girlfriend...?” 


She looked so feeble that she might collapse at any given moment, but 
the sight of her struggling to lean forward was reminiscent of me. 


Even then, it’s not a direct copy of myself. 

She’s not the foolish Yume Ayai who said unnecessary stuff and ruined 
everything. 

Overlapping with her silhouette. 


Was myself, who had yet to fail...and could possibly maintain the 
happiness until the very end. 


“You can do it.” 


In that case, how could | not give her a nudge? 

After all, she might be able to see the scene | couldn’t see. 

| felt my heart ache, but it was meaningless before this hope. 
“—The ex-girlfriend (me) can be sure of it.” 


And then, we started discussing over how the confession would go. 
“A love letter after all?” 


“Eh[]? Isn’t that too old-fashioned? Do | write a passage while agitated in 
the middle of the night, and have him read it out before you like it’s a 
poem? | don’t want to live if | have to do that much—” 

“Ughhh....!” 


It was in the spur of the moment...I was just young and stupid...I didn’t 
plan to write a passage that embarrassing... 


That was an interlude in our discussion, and finally, we decided that it 
would be a simple manner of getting him to the back of the school building, 
and confessing there. 

Following that was instructor Akatsuki Minami’s confession drill. 
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“Repeat after me. ‘I like you, please go out with mel’. 
|? 


“I-I like yu! P-pulease go out...auuu....! 


“Don’t bite your tongue! Don’t be embarrassed! Make sure you’re loud 
and clear! And stammer a little!” 


“That’s impossible for me!” 


And after spending such a day— 
“Izanami: Sent a message. 5pm, behind the school.” — 22:48 
“Izanami: | feel like vomiting” — 22:48 


“Akatsuki % : Good work[]! 5pm? You chose a time nobody will be 
around. | guess Irido-kun knows too.” — 22:49 


“Yume: Better puke while you can if you don’t want to confess while 
your mouth’s all smelly.” — 22:49 


“Akatsukisx: You thought of puking before Yume-chan lol?” — 22:50 
“Yume: No comment.” — 22:50 


| confessed through a love letter, so when he read the love letter before 
me, my gut winced and cramped. | endured it though, since | had a feeling 
that if | ran off to the toilet, that little hope | had would be extinguished. 


“Akatsuki ¥: 5pm? There’s still some time after school then. I'll sort 
out your hair and eyebrows. Let’s meet up after school then.” — 22:51 


“Izanami: Thank you very much.” — 22:51 


Maybe she’s anxious or something, but Higashira-san’s LINE messages 
were terse, and there’s no kanji used. 


For some reason, | too started to feel nervous. 


“Akatsuki xs: What do we do then? Shall we have Yume-chan have a 
look? Maybe Irido-kun’s really shaken.” — 22:52 


“Izanami: | think that no matter the outcome, I'll feel really anxious.” — 
22:53 


“Yume: Better get an early sleep then.” — 22:53 
“lzanami: | don’t think | can sleep at all.” — 22:54 


“Akatsukiv:: Watch some stupid anime and empty your mind then. I'll 
recommend a few.” — 22:54 


Akatsuki-san posted a few anime, thank you very much, and Higashira- 
san quickly responded, before she went all quiet. 


It'd be great if she didn’t go confess with black rings around her eyes... 


| was worried for Higashira-san, like it was my own matter, but | got a 
notification on my phone. 


It’s ARatsuki-san. 

| picked up the call, and put it to my ear. 
“Hello?” 

“Well, we’re getting a little nervous too.” 


Akatsuki-san said half-joking, | get that, and | answered with a giggle. 
Then, 


“...1 couldn’t really help much after all. You’re the one giving all the 
suggestions, ARatsuki-san...” 


“Of course not. If it were just me, Higashira-san probably would have given up a 
long time ago.” 


“Really?” 

“Of course.” 

Akatsuki-san sounded really confident, maybe because there’s a basis to 
iG 

“So, Yume-chan, how do you feel about your little stepbrother getting a 
girlfriend?” 

“...Do you think it'll work?” 

“It will, if we think about it naturally.” 

“Naturally?” 

“I think a confession is very likely to work out as long as he doesn’t have a bad 


impression on her. After all, don’t you think her liking him is enough reason for him 
to do likewise?” 


Well...1 guess so. It’s natural to think that he’d like someone who likes 
him. 

“But there’s a saying that ‘there’s nothing more disgusting than being liked by 
someone you have no interest in’. To be honest, I’m more inclined towards this.” 

“Wait!” 

“But on the other hand, Higashira-san should be fine since she’s friends with 
Irido-kun, right? It’s not like they don’t get along, and if he rejects her, the 
relationship might turn sour. Most importantly, he can get a girlfriend if he just 
nods. He doesn’t have to love her romantically, but it’s possible that he may like 
her in the future. Anyway, the natural progression should probably be to accept 
and go with the flow[/I think.” 

“...Maybe.” 

“But...lrido-kun doesn’t seem like a natural person.” 


Akatsuki-san’s voice became a little gloomy. 


“This is where I’m hesitating. What | said is more suited to those people who 
value the existence of a girlfriend, or the concept. lrido-kun probably doesn’t isn’t 
one of them.” 


lS thatsoe 


“Yeah, well, | think he’s the kind who can live on even without a girlfriend. He 
probably doesn’t put any value into the term girlfriend...if someone like him does 
want to have a girlfriend though—” 


Akatsuki-san continued on with her words. 


And | was so shaken, | forgot to breathe, and the words echoed in my 
heart. 


|” 


“Well, that’s just me thinking too much 


Akatsuki-san tried to laugh it off, but the words continued to echo in my 
mind, and never faded away. 


If that’s the case. 

If that’s the case, I— 

“Good night Yume-chan. Let’s see the result of the hard work tomorrow.” 

“Eh, ah, yeah...somehow it feels like peeping has become a habit of ours, 
right?” 

“That’s our duty as consultants though[[” 

At this moment, | felt that | was a little gloomy. 

Why though? 

| didn’t get the answer, hung up, and snuggled under my blanket. 


| just couldn’t sleep. 


| rolled about on the bed, but | didn’t feel sleepy, and so | had to get up 
for the time being. 


Did | too get nervous because of Higashira-san? 
Anyway, let’s drink some water to calm down first... 


| exited my room, went downstairs, entered the living room with its lights 
still extinguished, and fumbled for the switch. Having lived in this house for 
two months, | already gotten used to it. 


| found the switch, and the lights went on. 

And then, | noticed someone sitting on the sofa. 

“Woah!?” 

| exclaimed, and the person on the sofa slowly turned around. 
It’s Mizuto. 

He looked at me listlessly, and didn’t blink at all. 

“Wh-what are you doing...you didn’t switch on the lights...” 
“,. Just thinking about something.” 

Mizuto said, and looked up at the ceiling. 

Thinking about something. 

...He’s definitely thinking about Higashira-san. 


Even though he’s a blockhead, he knew that he’d receive her confession 
the next day. The proof’s that he chose to meet up with her at a time 
nobody else was around. It’s a little delicacy shown by him, for he noticed 
her aim. 


Was he troubled? 
Troubled...whether he should accept her confession? 


Higashira-san merely thought of being lovers as a progression from 
friendship, and not erasing what they had—in fact, she didn’t change her 
mindset about Mizuto even when she decided to confess to him. 


The time since she realized her feelings for him might be considered the 
trial period. 


It was a trial period to prove that even when they became lovers, their 
relationship would not end. 


We suggested to her not to change the way she treated Mizuto, and that 
hit the spot. After all, we managed to avoid the possibility of giving him the 
excuse that ‘we can’t be friends then’. 


Thus, he had nowhere to run. 
Everything would depend on his will. 
That should be the care. There’s no reason for him to think otherwise— 
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. Say. 
Mizuto looked up at the ceiling, speaking to me. 

“If.. just if.” 

His voice faltered like a lost child. 

“What will you think...if | have a new girlfriend?” 

My heart was gripped. 

The swelling pain throbbed away. 

And at the same time...I was increasingly incensed. 

“Do my thoughts matter here?” 

We’re talking about Higashira-san’s hard work, and the answer to her. 
It’s too selfish of you to have me decide on everything— 

“You should decide based on your own thoughts.” 

| didn’t have the right to decide. 

He had the right to decide. 

Only he had the right to give the answer to Higashira-san. 

No matter what the answer was. 

“,..You’re saying exactly the same thing. You and Higashira.” 

“Eh?” 

“Pm saying you're right.” 

He stood up, and gave a self-reproaching smile. 


He went towards me at the door, and patted me on my shoulder as he 
passed me by. 


“—Sorry.” 

My ex-boyfriend muttered by my ear, before he went up the stairs. 

| stood there for several minutes, and then poured water into the cup. 
The icy feeling flowed in through my throat. 

But it couldn’t fill my heart. 

My heart remained empty, as though a large hole was punctured through. 
—Let’s break up. 


Suddenly, | recalled the scene of me breaking up with him. 


| remembered the relieving feeling, as though a huge burden was lifted 
from me. 


Ahh, so that’s how it is. 
If | felt so back then— 
—Maybe | didn’t experience a heartbreak from a breakup after all. 


“—Nn, okay!” 

Akatsuki-san kept her comb, and turned Higashira-san’s face towards the 
toilet mirror. 

“What do you think, dear customer? | think it’s rather complete[]?” 

“a l-isn’t this fraud?” 


“It’s completely legal! | didn’t do anything excessive too! I’ve said it many 
times, but you’re actually rather cute, Higashira-san.” 


“Again with that[]?’ 
“But your opinion of yourself hasn’t changed much though...” 


Higashira-san learned how to comb and apply lipstick, but the skills of a 
pro (?) really was something else. 


Either way, she’s already the type to stand out with a little makeup. She’s 
tall, has a nice body, and had a romantic, innocent feeling on her face...it’s 
like she’s a gravure idol. 


“| never thought you would be the same as him, looking so different with 
a little touchup...” 


“Heh[] lrido-Run’s the type to look handsome with a little touch up? Do 
you have a photo, Yume-chan?” 


“A nicely cleaned up Mizuto-kun...| wanna see...| really wanna see..” 
“,..No no no[]...too bad | don’t have a photo[]” 


| obviously couldn’t share with them the superstar-like photos buried in 
my phone. 


Following that’s the confession. It'd be bad if any unnecessary mistake 
was to happen here. 


We left the female toilet, and there’s nobody in school. 


The sounds of the wind instrument club and sports clubs practices were 
the only things heard. 


It’s a prep school, so there weren’t a lot of students who devoted a lot of 
focus into their club activities. There’s a lot of people enrolled in the going 
home club, including us, so there would hardly be anyone in school an hour 
after classes. 


This would be the perfect time for a confession. 


“Higashira-san, remember to follow what you practiced. We'll be 
watching in secret!” 


“I-l’Il do my best...” 


| really had enough of seeing her act stiffly with a stoic face, so | gently 
put my hand on her shoulder, trying my best to sound calm, 


“You can do it.” 
| already did it...why can’t you? 


Higashira-san shivered like a phone, slowly calmed down, and took a deep 
breath. 


“...’m off then.” 


Her voice and her face showed that she was still acting tough—but with 
firm steps, she continued to walk towards the confession location, the back 
of the school building. 


We silently watched her leave. 

Akatsuki-san sounded rather amazed. 

“| guess it’s true when they say love can change.” 

“Why are you sounding like it has nothing to do with you?” 
“,..Ahh—well, I’m the type to think about the worst.” 


Akatsuki-san said with an awkward, and tried to brush it off by walking 
away hastily. 

“Let’s hurry then, Yume-chan. We need to bear responsibility and see this 
until the very end!” 


“...Yeah. We have to.” 


| had to witness the other possible ending. 


Akatsuki-san and | went to a classroom close to the back of the school, 
where the confessions would be held, and we hid there. 


We spotted Higashira-san alone there, looking restless, fiddling with her 
hair for no apparent reason, kicking at pebblings for no apparent reason, 
and he still didn’t show up. 


Akatsuki-san’s next to me, seated on the floor by the window, anxiously 
typing at her phone, it seems. 


“What are you doing?” 
“Shooing people out.” 


The classroom’s empty, and so’s the corridor. | couldn’t find anyone in the 
neighboring classroom either. 


The school didn’t really put a heavy emphasis on club activities, but 
there’s way too few people around. Did Akatsuki-san do something? If then, 
how did she do it...? 


| experienced another inscrutable side to the best friend | had since 
entering high school, and heard new footsteps outside. 


“(He’s here.)” 


| whispered. Akatsuki-san stopped fiddling with the phone, and peered 
out of the window. 


Mizuto so happened to stop before Higashira-san. 
“...’m here, Higashira.” 

His voice was a little rigid. 

It was so serious and earnest, so determined. 


Yet that voice had to be relayed to Higashira-san. He showed her that her 
hard work wasn’t for nothing. 


“E-erm...th-thank you, for coming...” 
“Yeah.” 


Long gone was the result of her training, and she was stammering away, 
so Mizuto gently answered. 


“E-erm...well, I-l have some things, | want, to say, to, you, Mizuto-Run...” 
“Yeah.” 


“Well actually, thank you, for taking care of me, all this while...it’s just a 
short two weeks though, but...auugghh, no no no, not this. Erm, erm erm, 
erm—...” 


Higashira-san was completely panicking. 


She grabbed onto the hair she finally managed to doll up, and groaned 
away. 


“Ugh...” Akatsuki-san groaned, and covered her face, unwilling to take 
this anymore. 


But | didn’t look away. 

| knew that this amount of panic didn’t mean that she would fail. 
“Just say what you want, in the order you want, one by one.” 
Mizuto said slowly, as though pacing himself with Higashira-san. 


“PIL sort out your thoughts. After all, the books we read aren’t for 
nothing.” 


...Ahhh, yeah. 

The gentle voice Higashira-san liked. 

She lifted her eyes slightly, took a deep breath, and was relieved. 

And then, 

The words started coming out from her mouth, somewhat confidently. 


“...When you bumped into me at the library, you spoke to me, right, 
Mizuto-kun?” 


“Yeah.” 
“| felt, so happy...it’s true that it’s because | met someone with a similar 
interest...but more importantly, you’re willing to listen to me, and not find 


me a hassle...l was always told that | was a weird, troublesome person since 
middle school, no, earlier than that...” 


“Yeah.” 


“You're the first person...who would listen to what | have to say...and 
would respond to me properly...I’m really happy...really, really happy.” 


And then, Higashira-san’s eyes, which were looking down the entire time, 
looked towards Mizuto for the first time. 


“| want to go closer with you.” 
Her voice echoed in the space with a slight quiver. 
“| want to be with you, forever.” 


She continued on, as though seeking to get closer, as though seeking a 
place of refuge. 


“So—I wish to be your girlfriend, Mizuto-kun.” 

She then said the last line. 

And it naturally flowed out, as though from the bottom of her heart. 
“| like you.” 

This one line echoed in this silence again and again. 

There was no way those words did not reach him. 

lt was such an earnest, sinere line | had never heard before. 

| forgot to breathe, and peered at Mizuto’s face. 


He took her stare head on, and after a moment, he smiled as though 
easing the tension. 


“,..We always declared each other to be friends though.” 
“E-erm...that’s true though! We can still be friends...!” 

“Yeah, I’m really happy when I’m with you, Higashira.” 

Whoosh, | felt a gust. 

There was no rustling tree though, and the hair didn’t flutter. 

It’s just a certain thing akin to a frigid breeze blowing through my heart. 


“We get along so well with each other, and we don’t have to worry about 
each other. It might be the first time | experienced this. | guess if | date you, 
it'll be smooth sailing. We may argue or yap at each other, but we'll 
probably forget all about it once we talk about a new release. 


Toot ce 
| closed my eyes. 


Even though | didn’t look away when Higashira-san was flustered just 
moments ago. 


For some reason though, | couldn’t bring myself to look further. 





| knew what he would say next. 

He’ll show a gentle smile he never showed before. 

He'll feel a little embarrassed, but he’ll look at her in the eyes. 
And then— 


“—But, sorry.” 


scEn? 

| widened my eyes. 

The words reaching my ears...were completely different from what | 
knew. 


“Sorry, | can’t date you.” 

Mizuto repeated once again, as though emphasizing the courtesy. 

L, 

Akatsuki-san, 

And Higashira-san, 

All of us were stunned. 

“B-but, why...?” 

Higashira-san asked with a quivering voice, and a hollow expression of 
one who refused to accept the current situation. 


“So-so...you never tr-treated me as a female...?” 

“No, not at all—say Higashira. I’m a guy too. There’s no way | wouldn’t be 
having thoughts when someone presses her boobs onto me, even if it’s a 
female friend. To be honest, | really can’t differentiate our friendship with 
love...” 

“...Th-then...!” 

“Well, | tried to calm down and think about it.” 

A somewhat perturbed bitter smile appeared on his lips. 

“| looked at my heart and my feelings again. And then—I realized that 
there’s no place there.” 


He said in a self-deprecating manner. 


“Pm _a self-centered guy. | can really care for one person at most—there’s 
just someone who didn’t have the right, but she’s occupying that place.” 


sal 
“And right now, even though | don’t need to, | don’t want her to cry.” 
His words seeped into my heart, and my vision turned blurry. 


“So, well, how do | go about apologizing? I’m sorry. I’m not rejecting you 
because of you, but because of someone else. I’m really sorry. You didn’t 
do anything wrong, it’s just me...what | really think.” 


—I’m sorry. 

The words he said the previous night resonated with this current scene. 
“Sorry Higashira...| can’t have you as my girlfriend.” 

Echoing in my mind were the words Akatsuki-san said yesterday. 

—...if someone like him does want to have a girlfriend though— 


—She’s probably not worth anything to him, not someone he'll be proud of, but 
someone he wants next to him...I guess. 


er ae 

My legs lost strength. 

| turned my back towards the wall, leaned on it, and slid onto the floor. 
“Ah, ah...ahhhh...!” 

Why, you idiot? 

You could have been happy. 

You could have dated successfully with someone different from me. 
I’m just an adopted family to you now. 

So, why do you? 

Why do you want your ex, 

—To remain with you? 

“..Ahhhh.” 


| could hear a dumbfounded cry from Akatsuki-san. 


“He would have made you cry no matter the answer, huh?” 


“You really, like him, huh?” 

“I told you...| don’t like him, anymore........!!” 
| stopped liking him. 

But even then. 

—| remained by his side. 

Ahh, what do | do? 

I-’m really happy. 

“...You two are so weird.” 

Akatsuki-san muttered. 

Maybe it’s just me, but she seemed to be kicking a fuss. 
“Weird.” 


® 


In any case, | didn’t understand what happened since then. 


| couldn’t see until the very end, how Higashira-san responded to 
Mizuto’s response, and how it all ended. 


According to Akatsuki-san, they disappeared while she was consoling me. 
...[ really didn’t Rnow how to apologize to Akatsuki-san. 


| was the one who encouraged her, but back then, | really was happy that 
Mizuto dumped her—I was so joyful beyond words that he dumped her 
because of me. 


How rotten had my personality become? | probably had nothing to 
complain about if Higashira-san beat me up. 

| really couldn’t bring myself to see her, and | really couldn’t muster the 
courage to contact her through LINE the next day. | didn’t see any 
notifications either, and it seemed Higashira-san didn’t contact me. 


| recalled how empty | felt on the night before the confession. 


...And she’s probably feeling the same. I really wanted to console her, but 
did | really have the right to do so...? 


| attended classes with a heavy heart, and after school. 
“Let’s have a consoling party then.” 
Akatsuki-san suggested after we left the school building. 


“We’re also responsible for me, and...Irido-kun’s the only friend to 
Higashira-san, but after that happened...see?” 


My heart was increasingly anguished once | heard her words. 


“|..Yeah, ah. Maybe the relationship they had till this point probably won’t 
last...” 


If not for us stoking the flames, Higashira-san wouldn’t have lost a friend 
in Mizuto. 


| really couldn’t bring myself to play dumb. 


“We can’t really replace him, but we should clean up the mess since we 
encouraged her, right? Play with her, console her, tend to her wounds..and 
then be friends with her again.” 


“Hmm...but how do | do that...” 

| was the reason why she got dumped. How should I console her... 
Akatsuki-san smiled. 

“No problems! We'll go scold Irido-kun together!” 

“| see...! | wholeheartedly agree!” 

“And then we'll go get scolded by Higashira-san!” 

“,..L wholeheartedly agree.” 


We'll just let that happen. After all, Higashira-san’s just a victim of us, the 
ones who irresponsible encouraged her, and also of that damned guy who 
just didn’t Rnow how to choose his words. Couldn’t he have chosen a 
gentler way to dump her. 


“Pm calling then. You ready?” 
“...Hm, okay.” 
Akatsuki-san tapped at the phone. 


| took a deep breath, and lifted my head as much as possible. My heart 
would feel increasingly heavy if | Rept it lowered. | had to lift it up even if | 
had to act tough— 


Hm? 

..What’s going on? | felt like my eyes just caught sight of something 
impossible. 

At the end of the third floor of the school floor. 

The library window. 

| couldn’t believe my eyes, and pointed there. 

“|. A-Akatsuki-san...that...” 

“Hm? ...Hmmm?” 

Akatsuki-san looked over at where | pointed, and her face too froze. 

It’s a natural reaction. 

Because— 

Right at the window. 

Leaning over there, 

Chatting away happily. 

—Were Mizuto Irido and Isana Higashira. 


We were completely speechless as we saw Higashira-san pick up the 
phone through the window, before she scampered off from there. 
Soon after, | could hear a voice from Akatsuki-san’s phone. 


“Yes, Hello?” 
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Come here. 
“Ehhhhhhhh!?” 
“What's going on?”” 

The consoling session soon became an interrogation. 


We’re at the family restaurant we always frequented. Higashira-san drank 
away, looking completely perturbed. 


“What?” 


“How are you somehow getting along well with him after what happened 
yesterday!?” 


“You got dumped yesterday, right!? And it was kinda overboard! What 
happened!? Did something drastic happen when we didn’t pay attention!?” 


“| don’t know if it’s drastic, but | was heartbroken.” 
“Then!” 

“Why!?” 

“Ehh...| don’t Rnow why you two are so angry...” 
Higashira-san frowned, looking somewhat perturbed. 


What’s going on!? Why did we have to explain further!? We’re the ones 
demanding explanations! 


“We’re really blaming ourselves here! We thought we ruined your 
friendship with lrido-kun because we encouraged you to go one step 
further!!” 


“Ruined our friendship? Why? Isn’t it the opposite?” 
Lh???” 


The just heartbroken busty girl continued on, as though narrating 
common sense. 


“If ’'m dumped, that means | have no hope, so | can be friends with him 
without having to worry about anything else, right?” 


We were completely speechless. 


She didn’t say ‘maybe we can’t continue this relationship’ or that stuff... 
and was somehow very accepting of our ideas to approach Mizuto, but 
that’s because... 


| felt a shiver down my spine. 


The airheaded girl seated before us seemed like an alien from some 
distant isekai. 


“,.. don’t get them...| don’t get the youngins’ nowadays, Yume-chan...!” 
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“It’s fine. Calm down! | don’t get them either 


“Thank you very much for your efforts. My first heartbreak in life was 
unbearably painful, but as you can see, I’m doing fine now. After all, Mizuto- 
kun comforted me yesterday.” 

What's going on!!?”” 

“He told me, ‘calm down and think about it. Isn’t it more likely to gain 
friends in high school that will last a long time instead of a lover in high 
school’? That makes sense to me.” 


“| don’t get what you’re thinking at all!?” 


“Please stop ruining our common sense here!!” 


guy who didn’t have the right. 


It didn’t seem like we could continue this conversation. There’s 
something so different in our thinking. We decided to go to the other 
involved party. 


“Hello?” 

“Hello. I'll like to ask you about the girl you dumped yesterday.” 
“,..Wait, how do you know that Higashira confessed to me?” 

“Don’t sweat the details.” 

“It does though.” 


“... heard that you consoled the heartbroken Higashira-san herself. Is that 
ture?” 


“,..Oh, that? | don’t know where you heard that from, but don’t worry.” 
“Worry about what!?” 
“I don’t know how it ended up like that though.” 


Akatsuki-san | heard from a completely bewildered Mizuto, and we looked 
towards Higashira-san in unison. And she looked completely poised, staring 
intently at the ‘spot the difference’ banner attached with the menu. 


Seemed like we’re not the weird ones after all. 
“...She’s from an isekai.” 
“She’s from an isekai.” 


“Eh? Why am | transported to an isekai?” 


| really understood then that there were people in this world who had 
entirely different virtues. 


—And then, at that moment. 


A deep voice could be heard from the other end of the phone call with 
Mizuto. 


YM oiatdivc GOR vdescee 
“Ack!” 


Akatsuki-san looked like she was in trouble once she heard this 
somewhat terrifying voice. 
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Was that...Kawanami-Run? It’s not Mizuto, so probably him. 

“Did...I just hear that you got confessed to...from who?” 

“Hm? Anyway, | never told you about Higashira, right—” 

“Ahhhh!! No no no!! Irido-kun, don’t mention about Higashira-san to him 
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“Oy, who’s she! You’re aiming for someone other than lrido-san—!” 

“Ah seriously! | managed to hide everything from him till this point!!” 
Akatsuki-san frantically carried her bag and got up. 

“Sorry! I'll deal with that somewhat problematic pervert! See you later!!” 


She put down the drinks money on the table, and ran out of the 
restaurant. 


Dumbstruck, | saw her leave, and muttered. 


“...Maybe to everyone, everyone else is from an isekai in some way or 
another...” 


“Ohh? That’s deep. | guess it’s like how those who are iseRaied can 
somehow communicate with people from other worlds without problems, 
right?” 

No two completely similar people exist. 

And no two completely similar romances will exist. 


Once the first love ends, something will continue on as replacement. 


Yet | couldn’t figure out its name. 


Afterword 


New Age of happiness 


It’s been a long while, but the Japanese marriage magazine “Zexy” used a 
line in its advert that caused quite the reaction. 


“| want to be married to you, in this era where one can be happy 
without being married.” 


This volume is sold on May Ist, right after the end of the Heiwa. Over the 
past thirty years of this era, there’s an increasing trend of an aging 
population, the average marriage age is rising, and thus, the societal values 
have changed drastically. As “Zexy” has noted, marriage is no longer a 
necessity in life, and it’s not uncommon for people to not be in love. People 
can spend time with friends if they don’t have lovers, and if they don’t have 
friends, they can play games alone, or read. It’s all a difference in values, and 
thus, a diversity in where the happiness lies. 


In that case, what’s wrong with a romcom heroine being just an ordinary 
friend. 


And thus, this is the debut volume of the completely invincible heroine, 
Isana Higashira. 


This completely invincible part refers to how a loss in love doesn’t mean 
anything to her. A heartbreak isn’t anything to her, since her happiness was 
not about having a crush, getting married, becoming a bride, and being 
blessed by children. It’s about how she had someone to happily talk about 
light novels with. 


Of all the personalities who had some lingering feelings about love, Isana 
Higashira’s undoubtedly an isekai character with a different set of values. 
Her existence will surely affect those around her, just like how those 
protagonists who are transported or reborn in a different world will bring 
great changes through the different Rnowledge and mindsets they have 
into their new world. 


At this point, the relationship between lovers is nothing distinct. Thus, 
what is the biggest happiness to a person? The variety of this happiness 
means naturally that there’s a diversity in human relationships. 


—What do | do now? To be honest, | don’t have anything from the web 
version left to write. 


To the editor-in-charge, the illustrator Takayaki-sensei, to the various 
people who assisted in the production of this work, and to all the readers, 
allow me to express my thanks here. It’s thanks to you that the first volume 
has a reprint. No doubt about it. 


This is the second volume of ‘The daughter of my stepmother is my ex- 
girlfriend, Even though we aren’t lovers’. Let us meet again in the third 
volume. 


Translation: Hellping 
Epub by Shadow_Monarch 


Translator's Notes 


[1] For reference, the author also writes ‘Do You Think You Can Run After 
Reincarnating, Nii-san?’ 


